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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
The Counter-Discourses of Fictional and Autofictional Contemporary German Refugee
Narratives: The Slow Violence of Postponement
by
Bethany Amato Morgan
Doctor of Philosophy in German and Comparative Literature
Washington University in St. Louis, 2021
Professor Paul Michael Lützeler, Chair
Whereas the public discourse surrounding refugees encompasses notions of legitimacy and
proving the need for asylum, potential for an individual to enact violence on the host community
or country as well as integration and standards for measuring individual integration, the
discourse and language used by the refugee figures themselves focuses on issues of selfrepresentation, loss and various wrongs done to themselves. These fictional and autofictional
texts position the refugee figure in light of their identity, their loss(es) and the ways they have
endured wrongdoing to their physical persons either through violence and imprisonment or
through overly rigorous or disorganized bureaucratic processes. Methodologically I draw
eclectically on theories, which explore refugee narratives from postcolonial, discourse, critical
race studies and trauma perspectives. This project examines different textual representations of
countering dominant discourses as found in four representative texts from Germany which have
been selected for their range of refugee experience. The texts discussed are: Abbas Khider's Der
falsche Inder (2008), Shida Bazyar's Nachts ist es leise in Teheran (2016), Jenny Erpenbeck's
Gehen, ging, gegangen (2015) and Sherko Fatah's Das dunkle Schiff (2008). I focus on the
narrative techniques, language and discourses within the texts and argue that they establish a
xi

counter-discourse to the dominant discourses surrounding the refugee experience as the refugee
figure undermines the assigned roles of victim, opportunist, suspect and citizen in Germany.

xii

INTRODUCTION
This project examines the narrated fictional and autofictional contemporary refugee
experience against the looming backdrop of the dominant discourses in twenty-first century
Germany. It builds on the idea that in postcolonial Europe, the native, the subaltern, the nonwhite person, possesses enough agency to write back and subvert the dominant discourses. In
countering the discourses of politicians, policies, media and even social media, these refugee
figures represent the refugee "crisis" in their own terms. The discussion is not one of language,
housing and assimilation. Instead it is about family, loss and trauma suffered. Remembering and
narrating personal suffering is intended to raise awareness, effect policy change and signal
humanity. Narrative is the true source of discursive power, because it has the ability to delineate
‘an opposing point of view, perspective, consciousness to the unitary web of vision’ (Said
Orientalism 240). This project reveals how naming and representing individual refugees counters
the discourse of masses, throngs and waves.
In 1974 Heinrich Böll called the twentieth century a "Jahrhundert der Vertriebenen und
der Gefangenen." The figure of the displaced person features not only in the twentieth century
but also in contemporary twenty-first century German literature by German-speaking authors
with German, Turkish, Central-European and, more recently, Middle Eastern or North African
backgrounds. In this project, I explore representations of the refugee figure in contemporary
German literature published since the events of 9/11.1 The trauma- and migration-influenced
discourses of race in twenty-first-century Germany have become central to legislating the
refugee "crisis" and the requirements for integration. The discourses perpetuated by German

1

Although 9/11 occurred on American soil, it sparked global events that led to the most recent socio-political situations currently
facing member states of the European Union, including Germany.

1

policy, politicians and the media offer a negative portrayal of refugees entering Germany. Novels
of the migration experience and novels featuring the refugee figure counter these discourses by
revealing both the traumatic events that forcibly displaced these refugees as well as the slow
violence of borders and bureaucracy that forcibly restricts these refugees.
0.1 THE CONTEXT OF DISPLACEMENT AND FLIGHT
A contemporary discussion of migration and its outworking in the literature cannot be
conducted without considering contemporary catalysts to such migration and the current political
and social responses. September 11 played a key role in "the modalities of interaction with
Muslim countries and modified the perception and the reception of Muslim migrants in the
Western world" (Talani 3). Since many contemporary migrants originate in Arab and Muslim
nations, the policies of host countries reflect the fear and suspicion that 9/11 ignited in the
Western world. Talani claims, "It is indeed difficult to deny that the terrorist threat from Muslim
fundamentalism has reshaped the EU attitude towards migration in a much more securityoriented fashion and gave rise to phenomena like anti-Muslim behaviour (Islamophobia), social
unrest of Muslim communities and right-wing extremism" (Talani 3).2 For today, the topic of
migration is "fundamental to debates on nationalism, multiculturalism, and citizenship" (Sager
3). Discussions focus on a nation's policy of admission and exclusion and continue today in the
EU and the United States. A dilemma for today's Western powers is, "under what circumstances
and according to what criteria are states or communities entitled to refuse outsiders
membership?" (Sager 5). While the potential hosting nation-state is very concerned with equal
rights and treatment for its citizens, the same nation-state is largely unconcerned with the rights

2

Fears of terrorists exploiting the refugee crisis in order to enter Europe covertly were further underscored by events
such as the November 13 attack in Paris, the New Year's Eve attacks on women in Cologne and other German cities,
the July 2016 shooting and other assaults in the summer of 2016.
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and treatment of individuals outside its borders (Milanovic 150). For these hosting nation-states,
"[d]iscrimination based on a difference in citizenship or residency is considered acceptable"
(Milanovic 150). The right to exclude or discriminate based on citizenship is well-defended and
exercised.3
Borders and border control are the physical manifestations of a nation's right to exclude
and discriminate. Within the EU citizens are members of their national community and of the
supranational community of the EU. The concepts of European citizenship, often based on a
hereditary claim to an ethnic or national group, and European identity both establish the self,
while giving "increased sovereign power to the Member States," and assign the identity of other
to any non-citizen, alien, stateless individual or outsider (Cetti 15). It follows that in order to
protect this distinctive European identity, the nation-states must protect their physical, literal
borders against incoming non-citizens. Central and Eastern European countries have blocked the
route through the Balkans to Western Europe, causing masses of refugees to travel from Libya to
Italy by crossing the dangerous Mediterranean. The wall4 between Bulgaria and Turkey attempts
to stop Syrian migrants from accessing the EU.5 At these borders, several events contribute to the
refugee crisis. Smugglers make money by transporting migrants into other countries.
Governments enforce deportations and detention to prevent, deter and regulate unauthorized

3

Cetti argues that the nation states' and the EU's "daily rituals of inclusion and exclusion" result in firmly
determining who is a citizen by determining who is an alien: "the image of the forced migrant as the 'alien' at the
border has also become increasingly functional to the development of a coherent 'European identity'" (13-14).
4
Milanovic's graphic (from early 2015) of walls, fences and minefields depicts actual, physical barriers to the
mobility of individuals (see Appendix B). Milanovic explains the graphic by observing that "when we look at
countries that are contiguous (by land or across water) and have large differences in income, we find the places with
the greatest barriers to migration," meaning that the largest physical barriers exist where poor nations and rich
nations reside in close proximity or border on one another (144).
5
As a member of the EU, Bulgaria is a gateway for Syrian refugees to migrate to other European countries.
Bulgaria, Greece, Spain and Italy are all gateway countries where the "need for border controls is the greatest"
(Milanovic 146).
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migration. These enhanced border control measures are a direct response to the highest rise in
numbers of incoming refugees since World War II.
Once these large numbers of migrants and refugees actually make it to a "safe place," the
hosting country must decide how to integrate them. Issues of culture and religion often arise in
these considerations, especially when many individuals enter Europe from countries with
different cultural and religious practices. "Different" is synonymous with "dangerous." There are
many ways to achieve integration, but the goal is to enforce a homogeneous society (Ther 26). A
study by Brookings delineates seven categories of the host country's responsibility to promote
integration6: housing7 (both short-term and long-term), education of refugee children in the
public education system, instruction in German as a second language for refugees above school
age, job training and labor market integration,8 physical and mental health care,9 access to
services such as bank accounts and credit, and security (for both local residents and incoming
refugees) (Brookings). Rather than being sequential, these categories are interrelated and affect
the success of other categories. In migrant and refugee literature, the two categories of language
instruction and work appear as the most important steps for integration. After looking at these
current refugee numbers and at definitions of successful integration, we can turn our attention to
Germany's plan for the mass influx of displaced persons.
Germany's methods of integration include 600 hours of language instruction and 100
hours of instruction in "German values, German history and the constitution," ideally resulting in
6

"Cities and Refugees: The German Experience." (Brookings.edu).
"[M]unicipalities need to avoid creating segregated enclaves of refugee housing that can be counterproductive to
long-term integration" (Brookings.edu).
8
Entering the job market "offers a source of income, increases language acquisition, and provides a sense of
belonging" (Brookings.edu).
9
"Numerous studies have found that refugee populations are at increased risk for serious mental health trauma,
including post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, and anxiety, which left untreated can damage the prospects of
integration" (Brookings.edu).
7

4

the ability "to get along well in day-to-day life and have a fundamental understanding of German
values" (spiegel.de May 2017). Another step of integration would be refugees moving into
apartment buildings and neighborhoods with German neighbors, rather than being restricted to
group homes and neighborhoods with other refugees. I address this topic of arbitrary refugee
distribution in Germany in Chapter 3 of this project, citing a study conducted by a professor in
Brandenburg. Since 2015 many refugees have moved into shared apartments or their own
apartments.10 Another method of integration is employment in Germany, a complicated and
frequently postponed process due to lack of German language instruction or lack of vocational
training. The types of jobs available to refugees were often not at the social standing to which
they were previously accustomed, and they were excluded from professions requiring advanced
degrees, even if they had already obtained that degree in their home country.
As with most large-scale social and political circumstances, migration and flight have
been featured in German literature for decades. In contemporary migration literature in Germany,
three categories derive from the origin of the migrants and from socio-political events that
initiated particular migration waves. First, waves of Turkish migrants began in the 1960s. These
migrants came as Gastarbeiter to support Germany's booming post-war economy, but now
roughly 3 million people with a Turkish background live in Germany. This makes TurkishGermans one of the largest migrant groups in the country.11 Leslie Adelson's work titled, The
Turkish Turn in Contemporary German Literature (2005), features and contextualizes key
authors.12 Similarly, in 2008 Brigid Haines posits an Eastern Turn in contemporary German

10

According the Berlin Institute for Integration and Migration (BIM) many landlords are hesitant to lease to
refugees for fear they would not understand German cultural concepts of waste separation and Sunday quiet.
11
Of these 2.5 million, only 700,000 possess German citizenship. "In contrast to citizens of EU countries, Turks
cannot have dual citizenship. If they possess both, they must choose between Turkish and German citizenship by
their 23rd birthday." http://www.dw.com/en/turkish-guest-workers-transformed-german-society/a-15489210
12
Key authors from this literature include Emine Sevgi Özdamar, Zafer Senocak and Feridun Zaimoglu.
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literature, which results from migrant authors13 of Central and Eastern European descent. These
writers or their parents migrated to escape communism and war. Their writing is often
autobiographical, often details "the alienating experience of migration westwards" and is
thematically concerned with communism and its aftermath as well as East-West differences
(Haines 139).14 Haines cites being translated into English as a key indicator to the success of
Eastern and Central Europe in contemporary German literature.15
A third category of contemporary migrant literature16 is the literature of migrants and
refugees from Africa and the Near East (particularly Syria, Iraq and Iran). The difference in this
writing in comparison to the writing of Turkish-German migrant authors and Eastern or Central
European migrant authors is found in the reason for migration as well as the reception of the
migrants. This third category of contemporary migrant literature could be more specifically
defined as refugee literature. In her 2017 study of English migrant literature, Jopi Nyman argues
for refugee writing as a genre characterized by "journeying and problematic adaptation,
problematization of home, trauma and recuperation, limited subjectivity and lack of agency"
(12). Refugee writing "works to counter socio-cultural images and stereotypes" and "seeks to
provide voice to a particular person" (Nyman 12). Moreover, these "narratives of forced
13

Key authors from this literature include Terézia Mora (Hungary), Wladimir Kaminer (Russia), Melinda Nadj
Abonji (former Yugoslavia), Ilija Trojanow (Bulgaria), Sasa Stanisic (Bosnia) as well as German-speaking
Romanian authors Herta Müller and Richard Wagner, who do not neatly fit into this category since their native
tongue is German, but their place of birth is Romania.
14
Their motivation for writing includes enlightening and informing a Western readership about their Eastern
neighbors as well as "bear[ing] witness to politically caused suffering" (Haines 138). The choice to write in German
is pragmatic, for ease of publishing, as well as intentional because a "German-speaking readership cannot be relied
upon to have the same store of cultural knowledge as the . . . readerships in their home countries" (Haines 138).
15
"The visibility extends beyond the German-speaking lands and even into the English-language market, so
notoriously resistant to German-language writers other than obvious heavyweights such as Günter Grass and
Elfriede Jelinek. Just as, for example, Karen Duve, Judith Hermann, Daniel Kehlmann, Bernhard Schlink and Uwe
Timm have recently achieved this difficult breakthrough, so too prose works by Bánk, Kaminer, Mora, Müller and
Stanisic have been, or are in the process being, published in English translation" (Haines 137).
16
Key authors from this literature include Abbas Khider (Iraq), Rafik Schami (Syria), Khaled al-Maaly (Iraq)
(poetry), Sherko Fatah (born in Berlin, of Kurdish heritage), and Navid Kermani (born in Siegen, of Iranian
heritage).
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migration often follow their subjects' journey towards Europe, showing various ways in which
the migrants cross borders, legally and illegally, with the aim of achieving security in Europe"
(Nyman 14). This aspect of narrating the journey is fundamental to refugee literature as a genre.
These refugee narratives often detail the perilous process of traveling from the homeland to
Germany: "Viele Flüchtlinge befanden sich jahrelang auf einer Odyssee durch verschiedene
Staaten, während Arbeitsmigranten meist klare Vorstellungen über ihre Zielländer hatten und
diese direkt ansteuerten" (Ther 17). Additionally, the issue of crossing borders or the character of
the smuggler as an aid to mobility all characterize refugee writing in a way that differs noticeably
from previous migrant narratives. Yet another difference is the asylum application process and
the requirement of proving that one was in imminent danger in their country of origin. Philipp
Ther differentiates between migration and Flucht, pointing out, "dass Flucht unter Zwang17
erfolgt sowie unter Anwendung oder Androhung von Gewalt" (17). In citing Nyman's and Ther's
work on refugee literature, I am not attempting to draw a distinct binary between migrant and
refugee literature but rather I am showing some ways in which the most recent literature differs
from previous migrant literature.
The novels I have chosen for this project incorporate these themes of odyssey, belonging,
illegality, danger and borders. I demonstrate how these texts counter-discursively narrate trauma,
identity, race and memory within a space of cultural intersection. The texts discussed in this
project include narratives of mobility (actual physical movement from one place to another) and
the trauma associated with that mobility, as well as narratives of memory. I focus on the
language and discourse within the texts themselves and the way they establish a counter-

17

He further delineates two types of Zwang: "direkter Zwang, etwa durch Waffengewalt oder andere physische Übergriffe, sowie
indirekter Zwang. In letztem Fall fliehen Menschen, weil sie Gewalt und stark verschlechterte Lebensbedingungen befürchten"
(17).
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discourse to the changing dominant discourses surrounding the refugee experience in Germany.
Rather than writing only about the refugee experience, the texts write against the dominant
discourses by showing both the impossibility of integration and the subjugation endured at the
hand of Western bureaucracy. Because these texts refuse efforts to apply one tidy "refugee
literature" theory, I bring my formal analysis into a productive dialog with theories of discourse,
postcolonialism, critical race and trauma and memory, arguing that the refugee figure(s)
portrayed in these texts can help us theorize an important relationship between refugee literature
and contemporary German literature. For the sake of this introduction, I will explain the facets of
the dominant discourses surrounding refugees in Germany, and I will briefly summarize some of
the major scholarship influencing my readings. First, I will explore the field of discourse and
how it can be used to wield power and dominate the individual. Then I will look at Postcolonial
Studies as a method of writing back against the dominant discourses and its natural flow into
counter-discourses. A key subcategory of counter-discourse involves Critical Race Studies,
which, like Spivak's subaltern, looks at the ways in which non-white individuals counter
dominant assumptions and subvert the dominant culture. Finally, I will show how Trauma
Theory will be used to examine the ruptures in refugee lives and the reflected ruptures in their
narratives.
0.2 DISCOURSE
I use the concept of discourse that has its roots in Michel Foucault's writings on power
and biopolitics. What follows in this section will be a brief presentation of the term discourse
and its meaning(s). Although there are few direct quotations, the overview of these ideas comes
from foundational works in the fields of Discourse Analysis, Political Discourse Analysis and
Critical Discourse Analysis by Norman Fairclough (1994) and Paul Chilton (2004). The term
8

discourse broadly includes all forms of communication, which then both shape the world
currently being lived in and provide human beings a framework through which to perceive
and/or alter their world. Within written works, "[t]exts are social spaces in which two
fundamental social processes simultaneously occur: cognition and representation of the world,
and social interaction" (Fairclough 6). As participants in this discourse, we contribute to
knowledge that continues throughout time. Because words perpetuate through history and
different contexts, their usage can gain nuances in meaning or even take on new meaning and
significance in the midst of changing political and cultural climates. For example, a refugee in
the 1940s does not carry the same associations as a refugee in the 2010s. The sociopolitical
context in which an utterance or writing occurred is particularly significant to Fairclough's
method of critical discourse analysis.
Although individuals are all participants, some participants have more influence or power
than others or some participants will be given deference based on their age, expertise, status,
personal experience or position within the community. For literature representing the refugee
voice, readers might be more likely to heed an author with a refugee background (Abbas Khider)
than an author with only a German background (Erpenbeck). The questions of influence and
power, and who wields that power, are central to discourse theory and lead to examination of
institutional hierarchies and how such hierarchies then lead to domination by one individual or
group of people. French philosopher Michel Foucault was interested in the relation between
knowledge and power and his work became the foundation for understanding knowledge
structures and the way in which formulated ideas about the world transform into normalized
truths. How discourse influences people's thinking and opinions to become the dominant
discourse is a central question to Foucault's years of theorization. His term hegemonic discourse
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describes the dominantly held viewpoints of a society and the way in which dominant discourses
are fed and propagated through politics.
Critical discourse analysis is often used in social and political contexts to determine how
and why certain terms are used to discuss social issues rather than other terms. There are
connections here to Critical Race Theory, a field owing its groundwork to Richard Delgado and
Jean Stefancic. Delgado and Stefancic emphasize that race is not biologically supported but
rather socially constructed. Fairclough's scholarship not only examines what knowledge exists
but also how a people can be emancipated from false knowledge and ideological restraints
through emancipatory discourse. Again, one can see linkages from a term such as
"emancipatory" to the field of Critical Race Studies, which will be drawn out in the project.
Additionally, I posit that literature functions as a type of emancipatory discourse in the way that
it counters dominant discourses.
Political leaders' discourse, legal terminology, media portrayal and local resident
discourse all factor into the reception or rejection of refugees and into the forming of policies
that then affect the refugees. The discourses carry the power:
In every society the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organised and
redistributed by a certain number of procedures whose role is to ward off its powers and
dangers, to gain mastery over its chance events, to evade its ponderous, formidable
materiality [. . .] discourse is not simply that which manifests (or hides) desire—it is also
the object of desire; and since, as history constantly teaches us, discourse is not simply
that which translates struggles or systems of domination, but is the thing for which and by
which there is a struggle, discourse is the power which is to be seized. (Foucault 210)
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The very ability to be heard and the ability to speak carry power in a given society. Van
Leeuwen argues that "all discourses recontextualize social practices [socially regulated ways of
doing things]" (vii, 6). The power lies in the ways these social practices are formulated for the
audience or the other "participants" in the discourse (van Leeuwen 8). While the local, social and
political arenas all carry power with their terminology, refugee literature also displays discursive
power.
On the global scale, discourses surrounding the refugee crisis include loaded and negative
terminology, especially in a post 9/11 world (Cetti 11):
The discourse underlying these repressive moves found enhanced justification with the
adoption of a 'global war on terror.' Although the term itself may have been disavowed,
on both sides of the Atlantic, the thinking that lies behind the 'war on terror' still holds
sway in policy and security circles and has become increasingly normalised -- to the
extent that it is currently available as a near-instinctive response to the effects of global
financial and economic crisis. (Cetti 9)
The idea that fear and terror have become instinctive responses to particular countries or to a
particular religion is also played out in the discourses surrounding refugees from these countries:
"Within Europe, the figure of the forced migrant as a ubiquitous global threat is fashioned by a
security discourse that provides the rationale for an increasingly integrated asylum and
immigration regime" (Cetti 10). Cetti uses the loaded term "regime" to describe the system for
managing the influx of refugees and the process of integrating them into the host country's
society. Additional negative discourse often comes from the media. For example, in the
discourse surrounding Islam and the West, the media portrays a clash of civilizations and
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seeming incompatibility (Ahmed 5). The media has portrayed Islam's backwardness and need to
enter the modern world, again implying an incompatibility between refugees coming from
countries with this religion and culture into a Western country (Ahmed 5). The media also plays
a role within the literature, both in the words it uses and in the images shown. In Erpenbeck's
novel, Richard first became aware of the refugee crisis when he saw news coverage of several
black men protesting because they wanted to work and they wanted visibility (18, 23).
Another aspect of the discourses surrounding the refugee situation is the amount of
responsibility placed on the refugees for assimilating or for getting the host country to accept
them. The terminology itself is charged with this refugee onus. The term asylum-seeker implies
that the refugee must actively seek asylum somewhere. The host countries that currently offer a
climate of security are not obligated (even from a humanitarian perspective) to provide asylum.
This responsibility for seeking asylum is demonstrated in the literature as well.18 The terms most
often used to guage how much a refugee has adopted the host country's values, language and
practices are assimilation, acculturation and adaptation. For all of these terms, the action is on
the part of the refugee. In relaying their stories to government officials, refugees must use a
specific discourse to show they actually belong to this group of refugees and asylum-seekers and
are deserving of the host country's asylum and help. In many respects, the refugees' ability to tell
their story convincingly becomes a method of survival. If they cannot elicit a response of
sympathy and acceptance into the host country, they face deportation and then imminent danger
and possibly death upon returning to their country of origin. Pulitano explains this art of
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Fatah's Das dunkle Schiff reveals the asylum and adaptation process in Germany. Kerim's uncle accompanies him
to all interviews for his application for asylum in Germany, as a way of establishing Kerim's legitimacy and as a
way of offering linguistic and emotional support for his nephew (183).
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storytelling: "applicants gradually turn their victimisation of personal trauma into a public story
of membership in a persecuted group" (Pulitano 177). There seem to be key words that officials
are looking for when listening to a refugee's story. In Fatah's novel, Kerim is instructed to
elaborate his story in order to gain asylum. In Khider's novel, the protagonist is encouraged by
other refugees to claim that he is homosexual so that the imminent danger he faces in his country
of origin would be fully grasped by German authorities, and he would be more easily granted
asylum. The narratives reinforce the need for a refugee performance.
0.2.1 The Dominant Discourses in Germany
For this project, I am interested in the discourses surrounding the topic of the refugee in
Germany today. More specifically, I am interested in what key political players said (and, in
turn, did) about refugees in relation to Germany during and since the so-called "refugee crisis" of
2015. In looking at who controls the discourse surrounding refugees in Germany, we arrive at
Chancellor Angela Merkel first, and perhaps other political leaders, as well as newspaper and
news journalists who report through the media. What did Angela Merkel say toward the German
people and toward incoming refugees, and what did she affirm about these two people groups
during the 2015 "refugee crisis" and its aftermath? The concepts of dominant (hegemonic)
discourse and emancipatory discourse apply to the discourses surrounding the topic of refugees
in Germany. In addition to political leaders, who else has the power to shape these particular
discourses? Who is being excluded from shaping the discourse? Texts about or from the
perspective of the refugee figure offer an important perspective to emancipate the discourse from
those in positions of power, but more importantly, texts by individuals with experience as
refugees will further emancipate the discourse. Therefore we will examine texts such as speeches
and newspaper articles by key persons in power as well as novels by key persons with the
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potential for discursive power. The discourses of the "refugee crisis" are text-based discourses
based on spoken and written words in newspapers, legislation and public speeches; however, it is
also multimodal in the plethora of images and even films that contribute to the overall narrative.
For the sake of this project, I will look at text-based samples rather than at multimodal samples
due to the immense depth and breadth of the topic.
As an economic power and key player in the European Union, Germany reflected and
influenced the kinds of truths that people held about refugees (and the category of migrants).
Exploring discourse layers (Jäger's term 2004, p163) reveals how they play out in politicians'
speeches or policies and in the private lives of refugees. One noticeable example of the way in
which ideas travel between these sociopolitical players occurred toward the end of 2015.
Merkel's promise of an open border gave hope to many refugees, who intentionally headed for
Germany. This response to her political speech was evident in the numeric increase of arriving
refugees in that year and in 2016. As they responded to her hopeful narrative, what was the
outcome? Our four novels suggest that the refugees did not experience the anticipated good
outcome.
Discourse surrounding the contemporary refugee figure began with the 1951 Refugee
Convention document that governs the UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees), the United Nations Refugee Agency. This agency defines itself as "a global
organization dedicated to saving lives, protecting rights and building a better future for refugees,
forcibly displaced communities and stateless people." The UNHCR officially defines a refugee
as “someone who is unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a wellfounded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a
particular social group, or political opinion.” Their website further categorizes refugees as
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"people who have fled war, violence, conflict or persecution and have crossed an international
border to find safety in another country." The UNHCR terminology provides a helpful working
definition for countries such as Germany to make decisions regarding which individuals should
be granted asylum. One problematic phrase in the definition is "well-founded fear." This
terminology leads to government officials making evaluative judgments as to whether a refugee's
claim or case is actually "well-founded." An example of this is seen in Sherko Fatah's Das
dunkle Schiff, when Kerim is advised to create a convincing story in order to have the best
chance at receiving asylum.
In understanding what types of rhetoric and policies compose the dominant discourses of
Germany today, we will begin briefly from the top by examining the changes in leadership
across key nations in order to understand the contemporary political context in which these
refugees are entering Western countries. Then we will analyze the rhetoric used by officials and
then conclude with the more localized rhetoric of newspapers and the media.
The 2017 elections saw many changes for key Western powers. In the United States,
Donald Trump, a right-wing populist and nationalist, began his four-year term in January 2017.
In France, Marine Le Pen, the leader of the right-wing political party, the National Front, very
nearly won against social-liberal President Emmanuel Macron in May 2017. In Germany, Angela
Merkel's party (CDU/CSU) won the majority vote; however, the previously unrepresented, rightwing Alternative for Germany (AfD) became the third-largest party in the Bundestag as of
September 2017. Anti-immigration sentiment is supported by this extreme right-wing party and
by the anti-immigrant protest group PEGIDA (Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamisation of
the Occident). Some reasons behind these political party changes originate in fear of terrorism,
an ever-present political topic since the events of 9/11, as well as in efforts to preserve a national
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and cultural identity rooted in beliefs of how "we" are different from "them" and how too many
of "them" could fundamentally change the nation as it perceives itself.
In August 2015, German Chancellor Angela Merkel announced Germany's open door
policy allowing hundreds of thousands of refugees to enter the country. Motivation for this
policy can be attributed to a number of things in Germany's past and present, including, but not
limited to, a level of guilt for Germany's Nazi past and the Holocaust, or the practical need for
labor as well as empathy for the plight of displaced persons based on the post-war expulsion of
12-14 million ethnic Germans from Central and Eastern Europe. Merkel said, "Unsere Freiheit,
unser Rechtsstaat, unsere wirtschaftliche Stärke, die Ordnung, wie wir zusammenleben---das ist
es, wovon Menschen träumen, die in ihrem Leben Verfolgung, Krieg, Willkür kennengelernt
haben. Die Welt sieht Deutschland als ein Land der Hoffnung und der Chancen, und das war nun
wirklich immer so." 19 Merkel appealed to Germany's pride in how far they've come historically,
how they've established a land of opportunity and economic strength, and how appealing their
country is. Germany is in every way a land of hope with a way of life that people dream of. To
facilitate the management of refugees, Merkel dedicated more than six billion Euros to the
housing and care of the incoming refugees, an expense which not all Germans were happy to
bear. Despite Merkel's leadership, much of the public opinion has been characterized by fear,
suspicion and open hostility,20 leading to a failure to protect the most vulnerable individuals.
Outside of politics, other German voices entered the discourse. In late March of 2016,
German comedian Jan Böhmermann read a poem about what would not be allowed in Germany
on ZDF television and intentionally made fun of Turkish president Tayyip Erdoğan. The incident
19

"Sommerpressekonferenz von Bundeskanzlerin Merkel" (www.bundeskanzlerin.de) August 2015
Success of anti-immigration groups since 2015 can be seen in Donald Trump's 2016 election victory and in
Angela Merkel's (and the CDU's) 2016 decline in popularity and support.
20
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created additional tension between Germany (and the EU) and Turkey, while already in the midst
of discussions between Turkey and the EU regarding the refugee crisis. In December of 2017,
the Deutsche Welle reported a direct link between social media hate posts and increased attacks
on refugees.21 Knight reports the disturbing findings regarding the political party AfD's
FaceBook page and postings: "Graphs in the paper show almost exact correlations between the
peaks and troughs in the number of anti-refugee posts on social media and the number of attacks
against refugees between late 2015 and early 2017 — the period of Germany's latest major
refugee influx." As the year 2017 was winding down, "Police statistics show an overall fall in
crimes against refugees in 2017, though 264 refugee shelters were attacked this year." In addition
to, or perhaps because of, hateful comments about them, refugees have been subjected to attacks
since coming to Germany. A 2019 report showed that violence against refugees is more common
in German's eastern states.22 The study revealed that the main reason for an attack was the
region’s lack of experience with foreigners. An asylum seeker in the former East Germany was
ten times more likely to be a victim of a hate crime than an asylum seeker in the West. Both
studies suggest that the decrease in attacks is the result of two factors: fewer refugees have been
entering Germany since 2017, and Germans are becoming used to refugees being present in their
towns and cities.
However, the twenty-first century was not the first time Germany had encountered largescale migration. Historically, Germany has been a destination for displaced persons. According
to UNHCR data in Appendix C, in the late 1980s and 1990s Germany received one-half million
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Reported by Ben Knight on December 29, 2017. "New study shows AfD Facebook posts spur anti-refugee
attacks." https://www.dw.com/en/new-study-shows-afd-facebook-posts-spur-anti-refugee-attacks/a-41972992
22
Daniel Wighton published the findings of this research on February 27, 2019 on the website:
https://www.thelocal.de/20190227/report-refugees-in-the-former-east-are-ten-times-more-likely-to-be-victims-ofhate-crimes/. The study was conducted by the Leibniz Centre for European Economic Research and it looked at hate
crimes from 2013 to 2015.
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or more refugees each year, climaxing at 1.4 million in 1993. Germany has hosted hundreds of
thousands of refugees each year since then. According to the graphic in Appendix D (published
by BAMF in August of 2017), the largest number of refugees entering Germany in 2016
originated in Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq.23 The large influx of displaced persons created a
"crisis" within Germany as the country struggled to provide food and shelter for them. Germany
opened up numerous school gymnasiums, empty big box stores and other large buildings to
house the refugees. These housing accommodations are part of Erpenbeck's Gehen, ging,
gegangen, in which the refugees are housed in an old building belonging to a nursing home.
In addition to the practical concerns of sheltering over one million refugees, Germany,
like much of Europe, was concerned that most of these refugees come from Muslim countries
and pose a security threat. A negative perspective of Islam within Germany and depicted in
German literature is not confined to the contemporary political climate.24 As of 2009, the Muslim
community within Germany's borders already numbered around 2.6 million. A large portion of
this number is made up of Muslim communities of Turkish origins (Hodkinson and Morrison
2),25 meaning that Muslims have already been living peacefully within Germany's borders for
decades. Nevertheless, the fear of this "other" permeates German media and thought. A
December 2015 article in the Süddeutsche Zeitung asked the oft-posed question, "was ist
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The reasons for this mass migration range from Syrians fleeing a brutal and seemingly endless civil war to the
poverty and violence of countries like Afghanistan, Iraq and Somalia. BAMF has not yet released the totals for
2017, but expects similar results with these three countries contributing the highest number of refugees.
24
"Literarisch fand dies bis ins 18. Jahrhundert abhängig von der Stimmung der Epoche seinen Niederschlag. Zur
Zeit der Kreuzritter wurden die Araber für die verlorene Schlacht im Rolandslied verantwortlich gemacht, der
aufgeklärte Sultan Saladin in Lessings Nathan der Weise wurde deutschen Herrschern zur Nachahmung empfohlen
und Rückerts Begeisterung für arabische Poesie entsprang einer Kritik der deutschen. Der Orient galt dem Okzident
schon immer als negatives Spiegelbild, auf dessen Folie eine eigene positive Selbstdefinition erst möglich war, oder
als Vorbild, dem er nachzueifern trachtete" (Aifan 1).
25
In addition to Muslims from Turkey, "[t]he Muslim population as a whole has become increasingly diverse in its
ethnic composition, given the arrival of further economic immigrants, refugees, and asylum seekers, and now
includes Kurds, Afghans, Iranians, Bulgarians, Bosnians, and North Africans among others" (Hodkinson and
Morrison 3).
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deutsch?"26 The timely article, issued within months of Merkel's open borders, and this question
of a community and hereditary identity of "German," underscores the need for a self and other
distinction in light of the influx of refugees from non-European, non-Western nations. Whoever
or whatever "German" constitutes is whoever or whatever these refugees are not.
0.2.2 Literary Prizes: The Other Form Of Exclusion
I would be remiss in not including some background information on the literary prizes
that our four authors have obtained, including the Chamisso Prize with its problematic
implications. Literary prizes are inevitably an exercise in exclusion and inclusion, mirroring
citizenship or asylum and their forms of exclusion and integration. Abbas Khider received the
Hilde-Domin-Preis für Literatur im Exil from the city of Heidelberg. This prize has been
awarded to an author, who "selbst im Exil oder als Nachfahren von Exilanten in Deutschland
leben bzw. lebten und in deutscher Sprache publizieren."27 In 2017 Abbas Khider received the
final Adelbert-von-Chamisso-Preis, which honored "outstanding German-language authors
whose work is shaped by a change of culture" and who are "united through their unusual way of
using the language in a manner which enriches German literature."28 These prizes signal that
Abbas Khider did not originally come from Germany, that German was not his mother tongue
and that he nevertheless writes in German. Sherko Fatah also received the Adelbert-vonChamisso-Preis in 2015. The prize ran from 1985 to 2017 and initially honored authors who
were non-native speakers of German. Around 2012 the circle of honored writers was
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Stuart Taberner calls this questions a paradoxical obsession of Germany's, considering the "Germans' reflexive
rejection of nationalism after Hitler" (Taberner 99).
27
Description taken from the prize's website: "Hilde-Domin-Preis für Literatur im Exil 2013 der Stadt Heidelberg
geht an Abbas Khider."
https://www.heidelberg.de/hd,Lde/HD/Rathaus/_Hilde_Domin_Preis+fuer+Literatur+im+Exil+2013_+der+Stadt
+Heidelberg+geht+an+Abbas+Khider.html.
28
Description taken from the prize's website: "Adelbert Chamisso Prize of the Robert Bosch Stiftung."
https://www.bosch-stiftung.de/en/project/adelbert-von-chamisso-prize-robert-bosch-stiftung.
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intentionally expanded to include authors whose works are "affected by cultural changes." The
Chamisso Prize has been discontinued in Germany due to allegations that it carried connotations
of inferiority and relegated authors to marginality.29 Literature written by awardees has
unfortunately been designated as "Migrationsliteratur" as though it is not capable of the linguistic
finesse that a native-German author could bring.
Fatah's work has also been shortlisted for the Leipzig Book Fair Prize. Both Fatah and
Erpenbeck's novels have been shortlisted for the German Book Prize. As a German-born author,
Erpenbeck's place on the German Book Prize list is unquestioned. Fatah's placement on both the
German Book Prize shortlist and the Chamisso Prize shows not only his writing talent but also
his ability to straddle cultures. As our newest author, Shida Bazyar has won more localized
awards. Two of the awards were for Nachts ist es leise in Teheran as a debut novel: the
Bloggerpreis für Literatur for a debut novel in 2016 and the Ulla-Hahn-Autorenpreis in 2016 for
a new author under the age of 35. Her other two prizes, the Kulturförderpreis der EvangelischLutherischen Landeskirche Hannover in 2016 and the Uwe-Johnson-Förderpreis in 2017,
recognize her cultural contribution to the discourses surrounding migration and integration in
Germany. Her novel was praised for both its style and content as well as the way in which it
enlightened readers to Iran and the timely topic of flight and integration.30.
Literary Prizes not only influence book sales and bestseller lists, but they also shape
public discourses surrounding refugee narratives and what they should do for the public. Even by
awarding and acknowledging marginalized authors, there is the unsettling implication that
authors need the approbation of the majority. A longstanding argument for recognizable literary
29

Brigid Haines argues that winning the Chamisso Prize was a key indicator to the success of Eastern and Central
European authors in contemporary German literature.
30
Reviews by key bloggers were summarized on the website: https://dasdebuet.com/2016/12/16/das-debuet-2016and-the-winner-is/
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prizes, such as the Nobel Prize for Literature, has formulated around the lack of diversity in the
recipients of these prizes. The group of literary Nobel Prize laureates in the twenty-first century
is significantly more diverse than the twentieth century. The German Book Prize also has seen
changes in diversity since its inception in the early 2000s. In an era of globalization and high
numbers of displacement, it would seem right that literary prizes, including those in Germany,
should reflect the socio-political condition of the displaced person. At the same time, one must
resist the tokenization of authors with a refugee background by patting the prize committee on
the back for not always choosing a white author.
0.3 THE REFUGEE FIGURES AND A RETIRED GERMAN MAN: THE NOVELS
By focusing on the figure of the refugee in this German literature, I bring together texts
that would not customarily fit together due to either the author's ethnic background or the form
of the text. These texts all address the refugee's negotiation of flight and arrival in the host
country through a specific literary discourse. I explore four novels: Abbas Khider's Der falsche
Inder (2008), Shida Bazyar's Nachts ist es leise in Teheran (2016), Jenny Erpenbeck's Gehen,
ging, gegangen (2015) and Sherko Fatah's Das dunkle Schiff (2008). What differentiates these
refugee-focused works from typical migrant literature is the perceptible inner/outer tension
between the refugee protagonist and the person or institution that represents Germany, in
addition to the actual traumatic catalyst and journey of the protagonist to Germany, often
resulting in a state of non-arrival despite having physically arrived.
This project contextualizes these texts in their post-9/11 historical moment both in the
country of origin and within Germany as well as provides close readings and interpretations of
them. Although these texts offer examples of both fictional and autofictional discourse, they all
speak to the refugee experience en route to and in Germany. This category of contemporary
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migrant literature differs from Turkish-German migrant authors and Eastern or Central European
migrant authors in respect to the countries of origin, the reason for migration31 as well as the
reception of the migrants and therefore could be more specifically defined as refugee literature.
Refugee literature or the literary concept of migrant literature is not a phenomenon of
contemporary literature alone. On the one hand, it is significant as a working term to classify a
sub-genre of literature in general since it addresses a set of topics with similar themes. On the
other hand, it is also an integral part of forming contemporary German literature. One question
that frequently arises in conjunction with this sub-genre of German literature is who has the
authority or the right to write about refugees in Germany? Can something be classified as a
"refugee novel" if the author has not personally endured the refugee experience? Jenny
Erpenbeck is a German-born author with German-born parents. She writes about the experiences
of refugees in Germany through the eyes of a white, male, retired professor. Sherko Fatah is
German-born with one German parent and one Iraqi-Kurd parent. He writes about the experience
of a male Iraqi-Kurd refugee fleeing to Germany. A German-born author with Iranian-born
parents, Shida Bazyar, writes about the four members of a refugee family and their individual
experiences of flight and integration. Abbas Khider is Iraqi-born with Iraqi-born parents. He
writes about the experience of a male Iraqi refugee fleeing to Germany. In choosing these
authors and their novels, I have deliberately chosen authors with variations in heredity and
variations in their personal experience of flight but similarities in their topos. Therefore it is the

31 I also take into consideration that immigration numbers include interior EU migration and how these numbers compare to
migration from the Near East and from Africa. According to statistics reported on the Eurostat site, "A total of 4.3 million people
immigrated to one of the EU-28 Member States during 2016, while at least 3.0 million emigrants were reported to have left an
EU Member State. These total figures do not however represent the migration flows to/from the EU as a whole, since they also
include flows between different EU Member States.
Among these 4.3 million immigrants during 2016, there were an estimated 2.0 million citizens of non-EU countries, 1.3
million people with citizenship of a different EU Member State from the one to which they immigrated, around 929 thousand
people who migrated to an EU Member State of which they had the citizenship (for example, returning nationals or nationals
born abroad), and some 16 thousand stateless people."
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topic of the refugee figure that connects these texts, rather than the authors' personal experiences.
Each writer brings their own cultural and religious backgrounds, traumatic experiences, various
skills, creative genius and journey toward integration to their writing. Fixating on an author's
biography and drawing autobiographical connections from the author's life to their work does not
allow for proper thematic analysis of their works; however, I include elements of the author's
background in order to provide additional context for this unique genre of literature. I remove the
author's personal experiences from my close readings and instead focus on the themes presented
in their works and how they dialogue with the other works. This is how someone like Jenny
Erpenbeck can be read alongside Abbas Khider.
Thematically, each novel emphasizes a different aspect of the refugee experience, but
language, race, identity and trauma are overarching themes. Khider's protagonist struggled with
identity even before he had become a refugee.32 Fatah's protagonist worked to overcome the
trauma and rupture of his childhood once he had arrived in Germany.33 Bazyar's protagonist
struggled between her parents' identity as Iranians and her upbringing as German. Erpenbeck's
protagonist is not a refugee and therefore does not represent the refugee experience himself.
However, the refugees portrayed in Erpenbeck's novel (through the protagonist's perspective)
struggled to learn the German language and to live under the trauma of slow violence enacted
upon them through bureaucracy.

32 Identity is another dominant theme of the novel, but in a very different way from migrant literature. The title first hints at this
theme, the false Indian. Whether it is the fires of Baghdad or his gypsy heritage, his appearance causes problems for him and
fuels a constant sense of never belonging (18). In addition to his appearance, the narrator's identity remains inconclusive because
of the many names he uses en route to Germany. During his travels he uses a different name each time he is caught or held up,
leaving a trail of many names used for the same refugee and the same set of fingerprints (88). In migrant literature issues of
identity often present themselves when an immigrant is adapting to the new culture, and especially for second-generation
immigrants who are grappling with their parents' heritage versus their current cultural context. In contrast, Khider's refugee
narrator struggles with identity even in his hometown due to his skin color and unknown birth mother.
33 His Iraqi heritage, his time as a Holy Warrior, his occupation as a cook, his status as a refugee granted asylum, and his
personal relationships did not grant him a sense of belonging or of identity.
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These texts are related not only thematically but also in their aims and effects. Both the
fictional and autofictional discourses serve to humanize the refugees coming into Germany.
Khider's protagonist, with his compulsion to write, is a sympathetic figure trying to escape the
dangers of his homeland. Fatah's protagonist is the type that Navid Kermani outright claims as
the great German fear: a young Muslim man with past experiences in a terrorist group. But
Kerim was kidnapped into this terrorist group and was forced to participate in their activities
until he finally escaped. He sees himself simply as a cook. Erpenbeck's protagonist must see past
his own prejudices to realize the suffering and humanity of the refugees he encounters. The
effects of each text vary. For autofiction, Khider's text generates sympathy for the condition of
the refugee, whereas the fictional account by Sherko Fatah gives the refugee a childhood and a
history before he ever crossed Germany's border. Beyond generating sympathy and humanizing
the refugee figure, the refugee literature also displays discursive power. Although it depicts the
various ways that systems and institutions exert power over individuals, the voice of the refugees
in the literature enacts its own counterforce to the dominant discourses surrounding the refugee
experience.
The literature both mirrors and resists the state of Germany's discourses. Germany's
initial policy of open borders and acceptance is reflected in the refugee figures' attempts to reach
Germany via boat, car or train, by regular ways, by help of smugglers or paid trafficking gangs.
The change in political and public opinion to that of fear and pressure to refuse the outsiders is
also reflected in the literary refugee figures' limbo status while waiting for the acceptance of their
asylum applications. I call this the "slow violence" of postponement.
In looking at what discourse, postcolonialism, race, trauma and memory offer for
delineating and studying migrant and refugee literature, two potential issues arise. One definition
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of literature is as a fully realized theoretical understanding of society. However, the literature
needs to be studied apart from socio-political refugee theory, which is mainly focused on refugee
studies from a policy creation perspective.34 At the same time, the literature does contribute to
the relevant contemporary cultural climate because it represents the refugee experience directly.
There is a tension between separating the literary studies of the refugee situation from the sociopolitical studies while also desiring that the literature can speak into socio-political issues and
policies as a valid self-representation of the refugees. Secondly, there is always the risk that
studying a specific subset of literature can further increase that literature's alterity. Pulitano
argues that the opposite is true. Through these narratives marginalized groups and people can
enter the main culture's master narrative and "bring cohesiveness and strength to their
communities" (Pulitano 174). Where Nyman sees the interaction of cultures as producing
resistance to the dominant culture, Pulitano sees opportunities for eventual fusion and synthesis
in both culture and literature.
0.4 ORGANIZATION OF THE PROJECT
This project has been divided into four chapters that each examines one contemporary
German narrative of the refugee figure's experience of displacement, flight, memory and cultural
encounters in Germany. Refugees have a broad range of displacement experiences rooted in their
nationality, race, gender, sexuality, language and other factors. While each chapter contains a
separate introduction outlining that particular novel's themes and context, there are also
meaningful overlapping thematics that I will address briefly here. First, each of these novels
refutes existing discourses and assumptions about refugees. For example, not all refugees are

34 Black has argued that the academy needs to establish a refugee theory apart from policy creation.
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terrorists or rapists. Additionally, not all refugees were eager to leave their home countries.
Moreover, flight and asylum do not inherently lead to a better life.
All of the chapters examine the refugee figure's encounter with Germany, whether that is
through police, documents, housing or interactions with German citizens. Chapters 1, 3 and 4
more conscientiously address the effect of trauma on the refugee and how even the form of the
narrative reflects trauma. Chapters 1 and 4 deal more closely with fear of refugees and
discrimination against refugees on the basis of sex and race, in that both protagonists are male
and Iraqi. Whereas Chapter 3 discusses Germany's and Europe's role in the colonization of
Africa, the novels of Chapters 1, 2 and 4 show the long-reaching effects of Western interference
in Africa and the Middle East. All four chapters examine the inability to integrate successfully,
with Chapter 2 demonstrating the failure of full integration for even a refugee child who has
grown up in Germany.
Chapter 1 examines the refugee experience of Rasul Hamid, a young man from Iraq at the
turn of the twenty-first century. Der falsche Inder (2007) was Abbas Khider's first novel. Khider
received the Chamisso Prize in 2017 and has emerged as a prominent voice for the refugee
experience in Germany. His subsequent novels have returned to the themes of flight,
dictatorship, integration and European bureaucracy. Der falsche Inder has frequently been
mistaken as an autobiographical account of Khider's own flight from Iraq to Germany; however,
the best category for understanding the novel is autofiction. In keeping with scholarship in the
field of Trauma Theory (Caruth; Craps; LaCapra), I show how the novel's episodic and cyclical
narrative style arises from the necessity of representing his own experience as he remembers it.
The discontinuities of Rasul's story disorient the reader in the same way that recalling memories
can be episodic, thereby causing the reader to reconstruct the chronology of events or to abandon
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their desire for a neat timeline and instead investigate how Khider fashions the narrative as
testimony. Understanding who Rasul is and how Abbas Khider constructs his story assists the
Western reader in a postcolonial context to deconstruct their own assumptions of the extreme
victim or suspect binaries associated with Near Eastern refugees entering Germany and the EU.
The act of testifying, accomplished in Der falsche Inder through narrative, is to "produce one's
own speech as material evidence for truth" (Caruth, Explorations, 17). Rasul produces his
narration as evidence of refugee truth. The discursive significance of testimony lies in its
representation of often traumatic events from the personal perspective and experience of the
individual. The personal representation contrast a broad sweeping representation of a group of
people as though experiencing a large cultural and historical happening in history is somehow
homogenous.
Chapter 2 examines the refugee experience of the Hedayat family who came to Germany
from Iran in the late 1980s. Nachts ist es leise in Teheran gives voice to female migrant and
refugee figures because of Shida Bazyar's representation of generational and gendered voices.
Divided into four parts, the novel narrates each section from the perspective of one family
member and from the context of a particular year: Behsad the father in 1979; Nahid the mother
in 1989; Laleh the daughter in 1999 and Morad the son in 2009. Shida Bazyar's novel is
autobiographically-inflected fiction. Having won less prestigious awards than the other three
authors, Bazyar's name is less likely to be recognized but is nevertheless an important voice in
establishing a type of refugee child-survivor narrative. I argue that Nachts ist es leise in Teheran
writes against oppression in both private and public spheres. First, the women refugee figures
represent the self, their families and their communities. This type of life writing offers women
and minorities the ability to represent cultural and political events according to their experience
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of them. Bazyar's novel offers a poignant understanding of the refugee figure in contemporary
German literature and in contemporary German society. Nachts ist es leise in Teheran reveals the
voicelessness of the parents within Germany due to their inability to master an accentless
German tongue as well as the constant presence of Iran via television in the center of their home.
Uli Linke explains: "Minorities and immigrants are rendered white or socially acceptable when
they exhibit the performative habitus of national privilege," such as "language proficiency" and
"dress codes" (Linke 48). I demonstrate how voicelessness is imposed on them through German
society, but it is also chosen in their persistent television viewing. I argue that Laleh most
strongly exhibits the effects of being called on to perform within a habitus as she is caught first
between her parents' Iranian heritage and her non-Iranian peers in Germany and then again
between her German upbringing and her Iranian peers in Iran.
Chapter 3 discusses the refugee experience through the perspective of a retired German
professor who encounters the refugees first through media and then in person. Jenny Erpenbeck's
Gehen, ging, gegangen shows that colonial exploitation persists even though the colonial epoch
has ceased. While the refugee narratives in the novel reveal the tragic and horrific life
experiences of the different refugee men, the novel also exemplifies what recent scholars of
Trauma Studies have termed "slow violence." I argue that it is not only the past traumatic
experiences but also the conditions and effects of living in limbo in Germany that cause the
refugees' suffering and enacts another form of violence against them. The refugees have
experienced trauma from singular events such as war, death of loved ones and capsized ships;
however, they are also experiencing slow violence at the hand of bureaucracy. The main vehicle
of this violence is the legislature and discourse surrounding the "crisis." I demonstrate how the
narrative strategy underscores the novel's counter-discursivity. Through contrast in the scenes
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that reveal the refugees' trauma against the quotidian backdrop of life in Germany and through
the contrast between Richard's life and the refugees' lives, Erpenbeck makes the plight of the
refugees starker and more urgent. As a well-established author in the contemporary German
canon, Jenny Erpenbeck reveals the implicit biases that German citizens may and do already
have. More importantly, Erpenbeck's novel offers a path through those biases, and it does not
include additional legislature.
Chapter 4 focuses specifically on the moments of rupture in the refugee figure's
existence. I argue that the novel constructs a subject who is made ready for asylum by accepting
his identity as a perpetual student and learning to perform the part of the victim. Even with
asylum, he remains an outsider who never fully arrives. Sherko Fatah's Das dunkle Schiff offers a
rare insight into the background and childhood of the refugee figure, giving the reader an
uncomfortable sense of predestined doom for a child growing up in a land that has been
infiltrated by both Western military and culture. Kerim responded with a profound sense of
officially changing who he was. The refugee journey signifies a crossing over from childhood to
adulthood. Similarly, the granting of asylum signifies an official recognition by the country of
Germany and a figurative crossing over from Iraq. In a way, Kerim's new status elevates him to a
position where he could look down on asylum seekers as lesser. He imbibes the cultural stigma
around asylum and reflects it on other refugees. Kerim's arrival combined with Germany's
hospitality with stipulations35 ultimately results in death. I read Das dunkle Schiff as counterdiscursive in showing how the refugee figure that checks all the boxes for successful integration
will still fail to thrive.

35

Derrida coined the term hostipitality.
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The endings of all the novels lack closure, result in deportation or close with the death of
the protagonist. These endings mirror the undetermined socio-political status in Germany, where
the refugee is shuffled into waiting spaces while policies are written and programs are initiated to
cope with the sheer numbers. Despite the mounting resistance from 2015-2018 to the refugees
being admitted and resettled within Germany's borders, these texts perpetuate the refugee voice.
They insist that refugees become part of Germany and they demonstrate the failure of integration
because of the systems and institutions, not because of the cultural and religious differences of
individuals. Ultimately, Chancellor Angela Merkel was correct. The German people truly did
"schaffen das." They successfully created the infrastructure and policies they needed for
managing the incoming bodies. However, the refugee remains voiceless and invisible.
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Doch dort waren keine Himmelswege zu finden,
sondern nur andere, die ich nicht so einfach beschreiben kann.
Wege einer ganz bestimmten Sorte.
Eine von ihnen nenne ich Eintritt ins Exil.
Abbas Khider, Der falsche Inder (2008)

CHAPTER ONE: "Eintritt ins Exil" in Abbas Khider's Der falsche Inder:
The Refugee Figure's Representation of Self, Relationships and Writing
1.1 INTRODUCTION
This chapter focuses on the experience of forced migration from Iraq to Germany in the
novel Der falsche Inder by Abbas Khider. Khider's representation of the refugee figure is a
young male refugee from Baghdad, Iraq, who must flee certain imprisonment and cross
numerous borders in order to reach the physical safety and personal scrutiny of Germany. Recent
scholarship on Khider's 2008 novel has focused on Khider's use of German to write the refugee's
story more easily than in his non-native language as well as the new realism that Khider brings to
contemporary German literature (Moritz Schramm 2016). Schramm concludes that "Die
erschreckende Realität von Folter, Krieg und Flucht tritt umso stärker hervor, je mehr sie
ironisch distanziert erzählt wird" (84). In her 2018 article on Khider's novel and the concept of
Weltliteratur, Corina Stan argues that rather than a migrant or refugee, Khider has created a
passant36 in Rasul Hamid, "an ideal figure of a humanity to come" (299). Stan explains that the
passerby is ideal because he or she "does not take for granted one’s home, . . . learns to live here
and there, always both present and detached from a place, but not indifferent" (299). Stan is not
the first scholar to posit the refugee figure as the most important human figure of our time and of
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Stan's term in her article titled, "Novels in the Translation Zone: Abbas Khider, Weltliteratur, and the Ethics of the
Passerby."
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the future. I agree with Stan that Rasul Hamid truly embodies a unique place on his travels;
however, we need to address this protagonist's significance within Germany's discourses.
Rasul Hamid, a refugee from Iraq, narrates his travels from Iraq through multiple
countries in a cyclical and disjointed fashion. The reader observes his "Eintritt ins Exil" as well
as his development as a writer and his eventual arrival in Germany. The name Rasul means
"messenger" in Arabic and is connected directly to the prophet Muhammad in the Islamic
religion. Although Rasul is not depicted as an angel nor a religious leader, the reader concludes
that Khider intentionally named his protagonist in order not only to convey the importance of
Rasul's message in the narrative but also to signal the importance of who he is and what he is
doing. His name both signals his being set apart as having something significant to impart in
addition to making him a type of everyman protagonist who can stand in for a common refugee
experience. The novel's episodic and cyclical narrative style arises from the necessity of
representing his own experience as he remembers it. The discontinuities of Rasul's story
disorient the reader in the same way that recalling memories can be episodic, thereby causing the
reader to reconstruct the chronology of events or to abandon their desire for a neat timeline and
instead investigate how Khider fashions the narrative. Understanding who Rasul is and how
Abbas Khider constructs his story assists the Western reader in a postcolonial context to
deconstruct their own assumptions of the extreme victim or suspect binaries associated with Near
Eastern refugees entering Germany and the EU. Khider counters dominant discourses
surrounding the refugee figure by presenting his protagonist, the refugee Rasul Hamid, through
autofictional testimony while nodding to Arabic's exilic mahjar tradition.
In 2013 Abbas Khider received the Hilde-Domin-Preis für Literatur im Exil from the city
of Heidelberg. This prize has been awarded every three years to an author, who "selbst im Exil
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oder als Nachfahren von Exilanten in Deutschland leben bzw. lebten und in deutscher Sprache
publizieren."37 This prize brings into question the terminology of refugee versus exilee, which
will be elaborated on later. In 2011 he received a fellowship for "writers or journalists whose
freedom of expression is suppressed in their own countries" to write at the Villa Aurora in Los
Angeles. In 2017 Abbas Khider received the final Adelbert-von-Chamisso-Preis, which honored
"outstanding German-language authors whose work is shaped by a change of culture" and who
are "united through their unusual way of using the language in a manner which enriches German
literature."38 These three prizes signal that Abbas Khider did not originally come from Germany,
that German was not his mother tongue and that he nevertheless writes in German. By writing in
German, Khider identifies himself with Germany's longstanding literary tradition. He is not
monolingual in the sense of speaking and writing in one language since childhood, but instead
learned and mastered German as an adult and has decided not to speak or write in Arabic again.
Khider even likens himself to exiled authors during World War II in a 2016 interview, when
asked why he chooses to write in German instead of in Arabic:
Es ging mir wie den deutschen Exil-Autoren während des Dritten Reichs: Sie hatten kein
Publikum im Exil. Viele Arabisch sprechenden Menschen hier hatten genug zu tun mit
ihrer Aufenthaltserlaubnis und keine Zeit meine Texte zu lesen (lacht). Im Irak waren
meine Bücher verboten, dort konnte ich sowieso keinen erreichen. In den anderen
arabischen Ländern hatte ich auch keine Möglichkeit gehabt, frei zu sein und frei zu
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Description taken from the prize's website: "Hilde-Domin-Preis für Literatur im Exil 2013 der Stadt Heidelberg
geht an Abbas Khider."
https://www.heidelberg.de/hd,Lde/HD/Rathaus/_Hilde_Domin_Preis+fuer+Literatur+im+Exil+2013_+der+Stadt
+Heidelberg+geht+an+Abbas+Khider.html.
38
Description taken from the prize's website: "Adelbert Chamisso Prize of the Robert Bosch Stiftung."
https://www.bosch-stiftung.de/en/project/adelbert-von-chamisso-prize-robert-bosch-stiftung.
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schreiben. Das waren ein paar Gründe, warum ich die Sprache gewechselt habe.
Außerdem gibt es ja unendlich viele Literaten, die das gemacht hatten.39
Twentieth-century Germany has a history of authors exiled from Germany and the Villa Aurora
is but one example of these exiled German authors outside of Germany. Khider represents
contemporary authors exiled to Germany because of turmoil in their country of origin. Khider's
personal biography includes imprisonment in Iraq at the age of 19, fleeing Iraq in 1996,
surviving as an illegal alien in various countries and arriving in Germany in 2000. His personal
timeline intersects with Iraq's history of conflict since 1968.
As shown in the table below, he was born into a family of low socioeconomic status
during a period of relative economic stability and growth until Saddam Hussein came into power
in 1979. For most of Khider's elementary and early teenage years, the Iraq-Iran war was being
fought. In 1990 Iraq invaded Kuwait, the Persian Gulf War ensued, and Khider became an
outspoken opponent to Saddam Hussein's regime. After being imprisoned as a young adult,
Khider flees Iraq to avoid re-incarceration and lives as a refugee in several countries until he is
granted asylum in Germany in 2000.

39

Heinrich, Kaspar. "Abbas Khider: Wir sollten nicht plötzlich alles infrage stellen." Planet Interview.
https://www.planet-interview.de/interviews/abbas-khider/48826/. From May 11, 2016.
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Table 1.1: Abbas Khider's Personal History Aligned with Iraq's History
DATE

IRAQ HISTORY

1968-1979

Ba'athists in Power
1968 Ahmad Hasan al-Bakr in power following a coup.
After the nationalization of the Iraqi Petroleum
Company, Iraq becomes the second largest oil
exporter.
Period of relative economic growth and stability.
Intensifying conflict between Iraq and Kurdish
Nationalists (supported by Iran).
1979 Al-Bakr succeeded by Saddam Hussein.
Iran-Iraq War
The war ends in a stalemate.

1980-1988
1990s

2000s

1990 Iraq invades Kuwait
1991 U.S. leads military coalition to remove Iraq from
Kuwait = Persian Gulf War
Period of containment policies, UN economic sanctions
on Iraq, UN inspections to enforce destruction of
weapons facilities and no-fly zones.
1998 U.S. establishes the Iraq Liberation Act
9/11/2001 Attack in New York
March 2003 forces from the United States and Great
Britain invaded Iraq with the intent to uncover
weapons of mass destruction, mitigate the threat of
terrorism and overthrow Saddam Hussein's regime.
2006 Saddam Hussein executed for crimes against
humanity.
Sectarian violence.

DATE

KHIDER'S PERSONAL HISTORY

1973

Khider is born to illiterate parents of low
socioeconomic status in Baghdad.

1987

Khider learns to read using his brother-in-law's
religious texts. He also reads Pushkin and
Baudelaire.
outspoken opponent to Saddam Hussein;
imprisoned at age 19
Flees Iraq; journeys through and lives in various
countries as an illegal alien

early 90s
19962000

1999 Germany's new citizenship law40
2000s

arrives in Germany; seeks asylum;
studies literature and philosophy
2007 German citizen
2008 Der falsche Inder

Seeing Khider's life events against their greater context of Iraq's history at that time impresses
the reader with the unrest and conflict surrounding his early years. Khider was born during the
time of increasing conflict between Iraq and Kurdish Nationalists. Living in the capital city
would have exacerbated the danger to his family and home. While his country was at war with
nearby Iran, Khider relied heavily on religious texts procured through his brother-in-law as well
as on canonical authors from Russia and France for his education. Khider's life reflects the
circumstances of many refugees, in that they flee countries already embroiled in longstanding
conflict and must choose between imprisonment, death or entering another country illegally in
40

Children born to foreigners in Germany automatically receive German citizenship (one parent must have been a
legal resident for at least eight years). Children can also hold the nationality of their parents, but must decide to be
citizens of one country by age 23. Green cards allowing a five-year period in Germany are issued.
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search of security. Schramm's article sites the type of realism that Khider's writing embodies as
largely due to his firsthand experience of these types of events.
Many of the details in Khider's Der falsche Inder mirror his autobiographical
experiences. His protagonist, Rasul Hamid, is also born to illiterate parents, learns to read using
his brother-in-law's religious texts, is imprisoned for distributing pamphlets, flees upon release
from prison, and journeys through Jordan, Libya, Lebanon, Turkey, Greece and Italy for a few
years before finally reaching Germany and gaining asylum. Despite these parallels Khider
himself denies that any of his writings are autobiographical: "Nach dem ersten Roman haben
einige Leute gesagt: ,Jetzt hast du deine Geschichte aufgeschrieben, was willst du danach
machen?' Ich habe geantwortet: ,Das Buch ist nicht autobiografisch.' Aber keiner wollte das
hören. Beim zweiten Roman war es dasselbe. Beim dritten auch, obwohl sieben verschiedene
Figuren darin auftreten, darunter Frauen, Polizisten und Geheimdienstler" (Planet 5/11/2016). If
Khider's novel is not autobiographical, the reader can view his work as autofictional. It is loosely
based on some personal experiences and knowledge, but the characters are still intended to be
fictional and Khider's choice for representing a refugee's experience. Martina Wagner-Egelhaaf's
work on autofiction features in her 2013 edited volume titled, Auto(r)fiktion: Literarische
Verfahren der Selbstkonstruktion. Wagner-Egelhaaf summarizes a history of this category of
writing that appears between fiction and autobiography, first discussing Goethe's Dichtung und
Wahrheit, then Serge Doubrovsky's delineation of autofiction as "Fiktion strikt realer Ereignisse
und Fakten; wenn man so will, ist Autofiktion,"41 and Philipp Lejeune's signature work, Le Pacte
autobiographique (1994), which has served as the basis for scholarly discussions on
autobiography and life writing since its publication. Wagner-Egelhaaf marries the historical
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Serge Doubrovsky's "Nah am Text" in Kultur & Gespenster: Autofiktion 7 (2008). pp 123-33.
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discussion of autobiography with more recent discussions of authorship42 and claims that after
the "death of the author" in the 1960s and the "return of the author" in the 1990s,43 our
contemporary authors are not quite the same (13). Wagner-Egelhaaf's autofiction is a type of pact
between autobiography and fiction, a definition alluding to an alliance or an agreement to remain
between the two genres (12). She further states that the autofictional text "exponiert den Autor
im performativen Sinn als jene Instanz, die im selben Moment den Text hervorbringt wie dieser
ihr, d.h. dem Autor, auf seiner Bühne den auktorialen Auftritt allererst ermöglicht" (14).
Choosing the form of a novel rather than a straight memoir offers both distance and greater
possibilities for a richer representation of past experiences. Beyond autofiction as a category for
understanding the genre of the text, Khider's novel also adheres to characteristics of testimonial
writing.
By focusing on the role of memory and testimony in recreating Rasul Hamid's past in Der
falsche Inder and its implications for the narrative form used by Abbas Khider, I argue that
Khider's narrative technique and his style's characteristics convey trauma while grappling with
his perception of the self. As autofiction, Khider's novel blurs the lines between authentic
experience and fiction to represent the refugee figure's experience. Although the novel is
generally chronological, it also contains a non-linear and fragmented narrative discourse, which
has historically been associated with testimonial discourse resulting from the effort of narrating a
traumatic event that an individual has experienced.

42

"Was die vorliegende Publikation indessen von anderen Beiträgen zu Autofiktionsdebatte unterscheidet, ist ihr
expliziter Bezug auf das eingangs angesprochene, bereits mit der Autobiographiediskussion verbundene zweite
aktuelle Thema der literaturwissenschaftlichen Forschung, die Frage nach der Autorschaft, die in der
Autofiktionsforschung immer implizit mit angesprochen, aber bislang nicht systematisch entwickelt wurde"
(Wagner-Egelhaaf Auto(r)fiktion 13).
43
"Nach dem in den 1960er-Jahren verkündeten 'Tod des Autors' und seiner 'Wiederkehr' in den 1990er-Jahren ist
klar geworden, dass der Autor, der wiedergekehrt ist, nicht derselbe Autor sein kann, der von Roland Barthes und
Michel Foucault für 'tot' erklärt wurde" (Wagner-Egelhaaf 13).
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1.2 THE DISCURSIVE CONTEXT AND MODE OF REFUGEE LITERATURE IN
GERMANY
Elie Wiesel states that the latter twentieth century (and arguably leading into the twentyfirst century) has encompassed the invention of a new type of literature, that of testimony. In her
seminal work of the 1990s, Shoshana Felman declared that testimony was the "literary—or
discursive—mode par excellence of our times” (Felman and Laub 5). Much of Felman's work
revolves around representations of the Holocaust, an era of organized traumatization and
genocide of Jews in Germany. Testimony as a writing genre became common among Holocaust
survivors and their descendants as a way of capturing personal experiences from this horrendous
time. Khider's autofiction joins this considerable literary tradition by capturing his era of
traumatic experiences. His narratives testify to actual events that happened both to him
personally and also to fellow refugees he encountered along the way. In the eighth chapter of the
novel, Khider even writes on the behalf of those who did not live to testify to their own
experiences by recording individuals who perished as refugees or as victims of terrorism in his
former hometown.
Testimony also carries religious connotations, such as an individual giving testimony to a
spiritual experience or a conversion. In Rasul's case, he does not testify to an overwhelming
religious experience, but rather to his personal experiences as a refugee and he calls this a
religion of the individual (100). He likens his suffering to that of Jesus and even calls himself a
suffering Christ, the namesake figure of Christian denominations (133). In addition to religious
overtones, testimony is significant in both the legal and the literary realm. The testimony of one
witness can persuade a jury to determine an individual's fate. The testimony of one author or
journalist can change a large readership's opinions. Rasul preserves the past, but he also claims
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that his writing involves beautifying the past. When he does remember a terrible event, he can
rewrite it in order to make it beautiful or, at the very least, less horrible (26). This admission of
preserving as well as beautifying causes the reader to reevaluate Rasul as an unreliable narrator.
If Rasul changes or obscures the facts in order to make his past more accessible, then the reader
cannot accept his testimony as entirely factual. This puts the reader in the uncomfortable
experience of evaluating refugee testimony in terms of quantifiable, verifiable storytelling. The
notion of truth and its place within power structures comes to light. This ability to rewrite his
past gives Rasul control over his life when he had no control over it. According to Lyndsey
Stonebridge, "while the attempt to find a language to express the traumas of the refugee
experience is highly problematic, through writing refugees explore individual responses and
feelings and are on the way towards empowerment" ("Denying Us" 117). Adding their voices to
the dialogue surrounding the refugee crisis and working through past traumas is a source of
discursive power for refugees such as protagonist Rasul.
Rasul's writings are a testimony of the memories and trauma experienced in his life up to
that point, rather than a completely fictional narrative aimed at entertainment. When speaking of
the numerous faces that haunt him from his memories, Rasul asks, "Sind es nur einzelne
Begebenheiten einer unendlichen, spannenden Geschichte, die man hinter sich bringt wie eine
Kinderkrankheit? Oder bleibt da etwas anderes, etwas Unbeschreibliches und Rätselhaftes im
Innern zurück? Ein Friedhof von Erinnerungen an eine Heerschar von Albträumen und Toten?"
(133). Narration is the implement to resurrecting memories and nightmares from this cemetery.
Kay Schaffer and Sidonie Smith trace the corresponding literary and legal trends of
testimony in Human Rights and Narrated Lives. The late twentieth century has been
characterized by an increase of personal testimonies of atrocities endured or witnessed, which in
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turn influence human rights movements and policy (Schaffer and Smith 15). Discursive power
lies in the hands or the voice of the storyteller. It is not just who is speaking but also how many
of these storytellers tell the same story. And what platform they are given for their stories.
Balancing official, state-sanctioned reports, journalistic reports, memoirs and fictional texts
becomes paramount to shaping the discourses surrounding the refugee experience. These modes
of storytelling establish a vocabulary both for future stories and for legal action. Rasul narrates
one of these many testimonies. If writing is a means of control and empowerment, it is also a
way to demonstrate resilience in the face of troubling circumstances, such as forced flight, lost
memories and lost writings. He cannot control his circumstances, but he can control his response
to them and he can control his subsequent actions. Rasul can also control which language he
chooses to write in. Language is simultaneously a barrier and a vehicle of communication and
self-fashioning. Internally, the languages of Arabic and German create barriers to memory, to
writing and to communicating. In this way, language is one way in which geographical borders
between nations manifest within the individual's mind and body. In the context of these asylum
laws, which are concerned with borders, and integration policies, which are concerned with
language, refugee literature reveals the individual's quest to negotiate both these external and
internal boundaries in an effort to belong. Rasul intentionally chooses to negotiate linguistic
boundaries by writing his narrative in German rather than in Arabic. By writing in the language
of the dominant discourse Rasul is selecting his audience and sending them a direct message.
As one who has experienced the trauma of wartime in his home country and the trauma
of being falsely imprisoned, Rasul resorts to the outlet of writing as a means of working through
this trauma. Trauma at its very simplest definition is intense personal suffering (Caruth
Explorations vii). A characteristic of all traumatic experiences is "the inability to fully witness
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the event as it occurs" and the traumatic experience causes "a gap that carries the force of the
event and does so precisely at the expense of simple knowledge and memory" (Caruth
Explorations 7). The frame story's narrator and the main protagonist Rasul often cite numerous
feelings of gaps and disorientation. In chapter one, while waiting for the ICE the narrator alludes
to the repeated sense of feeling disoriented: "Nicht das erste Mal, dass ich die Orientierung
verloren habe. Seit einigen Jahren schon erlebe ich ab und zu diesen Wahnsinn. Manchmal habe
ich Angst, dass ich eines Tages aus solch einer Wüste in meinem Kopf nicht mehr zurückkehre"
(7). Despite experiencing this gap or "Wüste" in his mind Rasul believes "In solchen Situationen
von großer Verwirrung und Trauer schreibt man immer etwas Besonderes" (30). Although he has
experienced great trauma and difficult circumstances, he believed that they would foster
something special and unique in his writings. This writing is both an attempt to fill in the
knowledge gaps and to narrate the event in his own words. The course of narrating the events in
his own words is described by Shoshana Felman as testimony, which is, "a discursive practice, as
opposed to pure theory" (Explorations 17). In his 2013 text on trauma, Stef Craps writes that
much of the emerging literature that wrestles with trauma follows a more "realist aesthetic" and
cites Robert Eaglestone's perspective that this literature indicates "a more burning political need.
As the daily news reminds us, [. . .] many of these sorts of events are continuing. Without anyone
grasping them, perhaps nothing can be done. These works are 'engaged literature' in a renewed
Sartrean sense; that is, they are not simply affective works: they are also aimed explicitly at
pricking Western consciences" (qtd. in Craps 43). In Craps' work on Postcolonial Witnessing, he
calls out the lack of representation of non-Western trauma. Whereas Dominic LaCapra's and
Cathy Caruth's contributions to trauma studies have relied on a "traditional event-based model of
trauma," Craps argues for reshaping and redirecting trauma theory toward "long-term,
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cumulative trauma suffered by victims of racism or other forms of structural oppression"
(Craps 4). Rasul represents this non-Western trauma experienced firsthand in Iraq as a victim of
Hussein's regime and later in Germany as a victim of profiling and "structural oppression" in the
form of containment and rigorous policies.
Craps' positioning of postcolonial theory and criticism offers a helpful lens for
understanding refugee literature in the context of colonization; however, refugee literature
situated within German literature is more nuanced. Historically, Britain, Spain, Portugal, France
and the Netherlands had been the greatest and longest perpetrators of colonization. Germany,
with its relatively belated establishment of nationhood in 1871, was a latecomer to the nationalist
dreams of a well-developed navy and colonial acquisitions. Germany's colonies included:
Deutsch-Ostafrika (modern-day Burundi, Rwanda and Tanzania) from 1885-1919, DeutschSüdwestafrika (modern-day Namibia) from 1884-1915, Kamerun (modern-day Republic of
Cameroon) from 1884-1916, and Schutzgebiet Togo (modern-day Togo) from 1884-1916 in
addition to other smaller areas of modern-day African countries. Although Germany's tenure as a
colonizing power lasted only thirty-four years, its legacy included significant infrastructure of
roads and agricultural advancements as well as the genocide of the Herero and Namaqua
peoples. Moreover, many of these countries still bear German names of cities and landmarks.
After the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, Germany's African colonies were divided between
Britain, France, Portugal, Belgium and South Africa. This involuntary end to its colonial venture
is partially responsible for Germany's frequent absence from direct postcolonial criticism and
fallout. Today as a major economic power within Europe, Germany still faces the consequences
of European colonization.
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As an Iraqi-born author writing in Germany in German, Khider had to make conscious
choices in his writing. He had to choose the language of his narrative. He also had to choose his
subject matter. Most importantly, he had to choose the mode of writing. Khider is not the first
non-native author residing in the land of a former colonizer to grapple with these issues. Indeed
"the advent of postcolonial literature since the mid-twentieth century has involved a perpetual
wrestling with the concept of the literary" both for the colonial writer and for the imperial
country (McLeod 450). What content would best deliver his message and what type of writing?
How does autofictional testimony serve to counter the dominant discourse? What emerges for
Khider contains overlapping literary traditions between Iraq and Germany as well as a complex
protagonist for the narrative's focalizer. Within the narrative memory, is a vehicle of agency for
Rasul. It has power to establish his identity. It has power to witness against cultural assumptions
about him. Without his memories, without his writings, Rasul is only the person that the State
says he is.
Der falsche Inder is a refugee narrative that writes against the dominant discourses on
refugees by utilizing commemorative discourse in its narrative style. As a discursive act,
testimony, a speech act, relies on memory when recounting the truth of events experienced.
Abbas Khider testifies of his own experiences as a refugee journeying to Germany, where he
now lives and writes, and his autofictional narrator, an Iraqi refugee, tells of his odyssey from
Baghdad to Germany. 44 The discursive significance of testimony lies in its representation of
events, often traumatic events, from the individual's personal perspective and experience in
contrast to a broad sweeping representation of a group of people as though experiencing a large
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Der falsche Inder's eight different journeys from Iraq to Germany accentuate "die Rolle des Zufalls in dem
Verlauf dieser Fluchtbewegungen" and "die Pluralität möglicher Existenzformen" (Hofmann and Patrut 82).
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cultural and historical happening in history is somehow homogenous. Eyewitness testimony has
the potential to upend any dominating narrative.
In addition to the novel functioning as testimony and memory, the narrative structure
incorporates a frame narrative and an embedded narrative. In the frame story, an Iraqi man finds
an envelope with Arabic writing on it when on the ICE from Berlin to Munich. He reads the
contents of the envelope, a book manuscript revealing the story of a refugee who traveled from
Baghdad, Iraq to Germany. Khider employs the mise en abyme technique of art within art or
story within story to suggest the recurrence of this narrative and its universal themes found in
many refugee narratives. Although the narrator in the frame story (the man of Iraqi descent
traveling on the ICE from Berlin to Munich) and the narrator Rasul Hamid in the main narrative
are different people, they are easily confused with one another and there were numerous
instances where they seemed to be the same person. Indeed at the end of the novel, Rasul seals
just such an envelope and leaves it on the ICE seat, causing the reader to believe that the main
narrator is identical to the frame narrator.45 Whereas at the novel's outset, the frame narrator46
situates himself, his rucksack and his cigarettes, then at 14:45 [2:45 p.m.] opens the sealed
envelope, at the end of the novel, Rasul performs the same routine and then seals his manuscript
in an envelope (157). This uncertainty between the frame narrator and the embedded narrator
signals the ongoing theme of identity that runs throughout the novel.
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Whether or not they are the same person does not have significant repercussions to the narrative, other than to
make the reader admire and appreciate the author's use of a cyclical frame narrative and mise en abyme. There are
also hints to the picaresque novel which is sometimes cyclical.
46
The frame narrative has a long history as a narratological device. As a literary technique the frame narrative
provides context for the main narrative. The embedded (or main) narrative is part of a larger narrative concept. The
frame narrative also restricts the main narrative, in that it must be read in relation to the frame. Many literary
traditions contain examples of the frame narrative in their canon: The Odyssey, One Thousand and One Nights, The
Canterbury Tales, Frankenstein, Wuthering Heights, Heart of Darkness. It is worth noting that many of these
examples are also stories of a journey or many journeys.
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The main narrator found in the manuscript, Rasul, is concerned with testifying to the
trauma that occurred in his life as well as relaying his growth and development as a writer
through the discursive act of narration. He testifies to what he remembers and often relays his
memories in an episodic manner consistent with one who has experienced trauma. This
overlapping between memory and trauma discourse is key to the refugee narrative. In a 2016
interview, Khider discussed his need to write his own story, but with the benefit of narrative
distance: "Ich brauche Distanz zur Dichtung, um so objektiv wie möglich bleiben zu können.
Das ist meine Art, im Leben und in der Literatur mit den Dingen umzugehen" (Planet
5/11/2016). If Khider is broadly using memory and trauma discourses for his autofictional
account, he must rely on particular themes or structures to recount Rasul Hamid's experiences for
the reader. What types of words and phrases occur on the basic linguistic level of his rhetoric?
Before adjusting for control words (definite and indefinite articles, prepositions, etc.) the
pronoun "ich" appears 1,312 times in the novel. This particular finding is not surprising, given
the autodiegetic type of narration. Rather this finding underscores the thread of identity that
thematically weaves through the novel. However, after adjusting for control words, the words
that appear most frequently in Der falsche Inder support my close reading findings, in which
themes of identity, both inherited and constructed, come to the forefront. Central to Khider's
discourse are these thirty-three key words with their number of frequency appearing in
parentheses:
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immer (89)
leben (87)
zeit (75)
tag (63)
kam (62)
polizei (59)
stadt (58)

irak (54)
frauen (52)
ging (49)
weg (45)
zurück (45)
später (44)
gesicht (42)

schreiben (42)
familie (40)
genau (40)
namen (36)
bagdad (35)
land (35)
al (34)

fast (34)
geld (34)
gesichter (34)
papier (34)
iraker (33)
begann (32)
deutschland (32)

gefängnis (32)
mädchen (32)
mutter (32)
platz (32)
vater (32)

Table 1.2: Most Frequent Words in Der falsche Inder

One of the most frequent words to appear is "leben," which encompasses both the noun
das Leben and the verb leben. Both the act of living and the noun of one's life bring with them
the connotations of Rasul Hamid justifying and narrating his very existence. The most frequent
words reveal the topos of Khider's novel. "Immer" is used to modify verbs and is used
throughout the novel to demonstrate the repetitiveness or persistence of action. This underscores
the perpetual motion of a refugee journey and the urgency with which Rasul Hamid writes and
acts. If we categorize the remaining words, we would find the following main categories and
their total sums:
REFUGEE-NESS
Travel
Criminality
kam (62)
Polizei (59)
Stadt (58)
Gefängnis (32)
ging (49)
Weg (45)
Land (35)
Platz (32)
Deutschland (32)
= 313
= 91

IRAQ
Irak (54)
Bagdad (35)
Al- (34)
Iraker (33)

TIME
immer (89)
Zeit (75)
Tag (63)
später (44)

FEMININE
Frauen (52)
Mädchen (32)
Mutter (32)

= 156

= 138

= 116

IDENTITY
Gesicht (42)
Namen (36)
Gesichter (34)

FAMILY
Familie (40)
Mutter (32)
Vater (32)

WRITING
schreiben (42)
Papier (34)

EXACTNESS
genau (40)
fast (34)

MISC.
Leben (87)
zurück (45)
Geld (34)
begann (32)

= 112

= 104

= 76

= 74

Table 1.3: Most Frequent Words in Der falsche Inder in Categories
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These most frequent words reveal a vocabulary that relates to how Rasul perceives himself. He
primarily narrates about his journey from Iraq to Germany, his inherited and assigned identity as
an Iraqi (or possibly Indian), time, women, the names or faces of himself and others, his family,
the act of writing as well as the materials of writing, and his concerns with exactness. Another
way to think about this word-frequency information is how it all chronologically relates to his
primary concern about identity. For example, Irak, Bagdad, Al-, Gefängnis, Familie, etc. all
feature more frequently at the beginning of the novel. Words that appear throughout the entire
course of the novel, in Iraq, during flight and in Germany, are Iraker, Polizei, schreiben, Frauen,
leben, Gesicht(er), etc. Some terms contribute to his identity growing up in Baghdad. In contrast,
others contribute to his identity as a refugee taking flight through several countries before finally
reaching Germany. While still others contribute to his self-fashioned identity as a writer and his
relationships with women.
1.3 THE REFUGEE FIGURE OF DER FALSCHE INDER: ABBAS KHIDER'S SELFREPRESENTATION
In Der falsche Inder the frame narrative accentuates the pervading question of Rasul's
identity, which is foregrounded against different societal constructs and is tied to name, family,
ethnicity, religion, education, profession and country. The frame narrative also signals that the
novel's embedded narrative will utilize a discourse of journeying with the gesture of its first
words. The autodiegetic frame narrator is waiting in the Zoo Station for the Intercity-Express47
from Berlin to Munich. The reader journeys with Rasul, the narrator-focalizer of the embedded
narrative, as he grapples with his story. By forefronting a train and a train station, Khider is
signaling both the banality and significance of transportation and mobility to this narrative. The
47

The speed of this mode of travel in conjunction with the definite starting point and place of arrival contrast
sharply with the journeys in the main narrative, when Rasul does not have a clear goal or official ticket to ride.
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unnamed narrator encounters Rasul Hamid via manuscript on the train. This train is not the
Straßenbahn or the U-Bahn, but rather an Intercity-Express, a type of train not meant for travel
within the city or between neighborhoods, but rather from major city to major city in a fast-paced
manner. This type of travel starkly contrasts Rasul Hamid's travels through various countries on
his way to Germany. Both the manuscript itself and the unnamed narrator enjoy far-reaching and
faster mobility than Rasul Hamid in the text. Highlighting transportation speaks directly against
the notion of the nation's borders with its guards and documentation requirements.
We know that the unnamed frame narrator is of some Arabic descent because he speaks
Arabic and is looking forward to conversing with someone else in this language. We can also
determine by facts such as a reserved seat and his openness in traveling that he belongs to the
collective group of travelers and he does not fear being caught or asked for papers. His selfrepresentation48 is one of belonging, despite a native language difference. Useful for this
conversation of representation are two realms: the self and the group representation. These two
ways of thinking about refugees are not mutually exclusive but rather intertwine. A selfrepresentation can be viewed as the figure's identity, which encompasses both the "person's
central being, that continues through biographical history" and simultaneously "the fragmentary
and temporary social positions and roles which people take up and discard as they interact with
others, with the crucial point being that when one of these positions or roles is adopted, the
individual concerned can be thought of as identical to others in that position or role" (McKinlay
and McVittie 3).49 An example of this "role" which Rasul takes up, but cannot seem to discard, is
the role of the refugee. Jopi Nyman posits that "the refugee is a construct" (Displacement 17).
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See David Farrier's Postcolonial Asylum: Seeking Sanctuary behind the Law (2013).
In establishing their definition of identity, McKinlay and McVittie refer to the scholarship of Weigert, Smith
Teitge and Teitge (1986) and Erikson (1968). Additionally, they quote Verkuyten (2005) that identity is a relation of
the two: self and group. (3)
49
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Refugees are produced by nations and nations are produced by constructed borders. According to
Agamben the refugee is "a disquieting element in the order of the nation-state [and] brings the
originary fiction of sovereignity to crisis" (20). The very existence of the refugee disrupts the
tidy notion of a nation.
Rather than being a uniform group of people, as depicted in dominant Western
multimodal discourses of the masses of refugees on boats or walking along roads, refugees are
separate entities with individual stories. They are represented as "rootless opportunists whose
claims for asylum are illegitimate and whose presence threatens host societies" (Marfleet 193).
In his self-representation, Rasul Hamid is first depicted as an Iraqi with possible Indian or gypsy
blood. He represents himself, in this manuscript written in Arabic, through the ambiguity of his
appearance, his unknown ethnicity and his ability to factually belong to Iraq. Rasul's concern
with both Baghdad's birth and his birth are part of his self-fashioning and his quest for knowing
himself. He tells his reader, "In diesem Feuer, in dieser Stadt bin ich geboren, und
möglicherweise hat meine Haut deswegen diese Farbe, die an Kaffee erinnert. Ich wurde
sozusagen wie ein Hammel gut über dem Feuer durchgegrillt" (13). If the fires of Baghdad are
not responsible for his skin color, "Möglicherweise ist die unbarmherzige Sonne der Grund für
mein verbranntes und staubiges Aussehen. Doch mein Geburtstag ist der 3. März und somit weit
entfernt vom bis zu fünfzig Grad heißen Bagdader Sommer. Daher glaube ich, dass eher die
Hitze der Küche die Schuld an meiner dunklen Farbe trägt" (14). His preoccupation with his own
skin color began long before he arrived in Germany and was starkly contrasted with the
stereotypical blonde German citizen. His father tells him that his birth mother was a gypsy and
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because the origin of the gypsies was allegedly India, he feels connected to India (17).50 As the
false Indian51 our autodiegetic narrator frequently refers to his skin color as deceptive of his
ethnicity or origins. As far as his mother is concerned, the lack of concrete knowledge about his
origins demonstrates that his life began from a position of precarity and did not improve over
time. Moreover, Rasul Hamid counters a discourse of inclusion and exclusion, a status typically
determined by birth, by claiming that he was born not belonging. He undermines the idea of
belonging with his own visually indeterminable ethnicity.
The non-belonging theme of Khider's novel underscores an important turn in Memory
Studies. Traditionally, Memory Theory focused on the geography of memory and on the
collective memory bound to a particular culture. For example, Holocaust literature's testimonies
and postmemory of survivors and their children were linked through shared geography and
culture. However, current memory studies explore the transcultural aspects of memory that
transcend specific places and specific cultures (Bond, Craps and Vermeulen 3). Rasul's nonbelonging due to his appearance established him as transcultural and transnational from the
beginning. His skin color and looks signify that his sense of not belonging did not first arise
when he became a refugee. Rather, Khider's novel contains moments of belonging and not
belonging occurring both before and during Rasul's refugee experiences. In Chapter One the
narrator asks, "Wo bin ich eigentlich? Was mache ich hier?" (7).52 Because of his very dark hair
and dark eyes, his Iraqi origins were often questioned, even by other Iraqis. The officers refused
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When he considers the names he has been called, such as Iraqi-Indian or Indian, he realized they always referred
to India (22).
51
The 2011 English translation of the novel is titled The Village Indian rather than the direct translation, "The False
Indian."
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In the same chapter the narrator signals his belonging in the smoking compartment of the train both because he
smokes and more importantly because he has a reserved seat there. Because of his behavior and because of his
official reservation he has the right to be there. At these times his looks still relegate him to being an outsider, but he
has other means (behavior and paper) of identifying where he belongs. I will address this idea of behaving and
performing in order to belong at a later point.
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to believe he was Iraqi, instead believing that he was actually Indian or Pakistani or some other
"rootless opportunist" merely claiming to be Iraqi in order to gain asylum. At this time, Iraqis
were eligible for asylum in Germany due to Saddam Hussein's dictatorship in their country,
whereas citizens of other countries were not. This eligibility was due to the numerous upheavals
in Iraq: the Iraq-Iran War, the Persian Gulf War, UN sanctions and eventually the Iraq War. To
prove he was Iraqi, Rasul Hamid had to answer questions such as "Was isst ein Iraker gern?
Welche Kinderlieder singen die Iraker? Nennen Sie einige Namen der bekannten irakischen
Stämme!" (15). These forms of cultural and spatial knowledge were considered proof of his Iraqi
heritage, when his appearance did not support this ethnic identity. The narrative significance of
these instances of labeled ethnicity reinforces the dominant discourse by showing how his
appearance causes him to be questioned, feared or excluded, and demonstrates Rasul's lifelong
problem with identity, which is only further complicated by his state of refugee-ness.
What frustrated Rasul about this constant questioning and distrust, was not being called
different ethnicities or even being labeled a gypsy, Indian or Iraqi, but rather "es ist unerträglich,
dass ich heute nicht genau weiß, wer ich wirklich bin" (22). It does not matter who or what he is
by assigned ethnicity or nationality, but it matters that he does not know who or what he is. He
has been excluded not only from nations but also from the essence of humanity. While one
theme of this text is the journey of Rasul Hamid the refugee to Germany, the novel is also
dominated by the protagonist's desire to know himself. He considers the greatest part of his
missing identity to be his Herkunft. The very thing that brings him exclusion, fear and
mistreatment is the thing he craves to know with complete certainty. It seems that he could bear
the mistreatment better as long as he knew he legitimately belonged to that group of people being
mistreated. In his book on communities of memory, W. James Booth observes that "To have a
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sense of who you are, to have an identity, is to recognize yourself across time, to have a past"
(1). Rasul cannot recognize himself across time because he does not have that ethnic link to his
past that he greatly desires. At the very least, Rasul is Iraqi because of his place of birth, his
father's Iraqi Herkunft, his certifiable knowledge of Baghdad and Iraqi culture and his negative
treatment as an Iraqi by officials. However, his confirmed status of being Iraqi is problematized
by his skin color and by his birth mother, both of which contribute to his sense of insecure
Herkunft and past.53 In representing his uncertain origins, Rasul Hamid counters a discourse of
Near Eastern fear and criticism by demonstrating that he does not necessarily belong there and
therefore cannot even be properly feared.
As part of belonging to a people group or to a particular nation, one has official
documents to prove one's belonging and to prove one's identity. An identification card was not
concerned with aspects of his identity that truly defined who he was. Rather it showed where he
belonged geographically (and perhaps should return to) and especially from which countries he
was excluded. Rasul is Iraqi on paper, a significant material form of identification for a refugee
narrative. Aleida Assmann posits that Identitätsbezug should be understood "als neue 'Form der
Selbstbestimmung'" (Unbehagen 27). In Greece, he receives a refugee ID card
(Flüchtlingsausweis). In Passau, Germany he received his residence permit
(Aufenthaltsgenehmigung) and Germany officially recognized him as an "Asylberechtigter" (55).
This permit allowed him freedom to move about Germany. Although this permit theoretically
made his daily life easier, Rasul was still targeted by officials who asked him for his papers and
53

If Rasul is a messenger, then this theme of "Herkunft" is not unusual. In considering the prophet Muhammad from
Islamic traditions the question of his origin has long been a topic of scholarship and discussion. Historical accounts
of Muhammad trace back to the *Hadith and the Sira, both of which were written a century or more after his death
and therefore raise questions regarding accuracy and authenticity. Although I would not place Rasul on the same
level as Muhammad, he does find himself within this tradition of messengers with unsure origins.
*The Hadith are topical collections of Muhammad's sayings and deeds. The Sira is an attempt at complete accounts
of Muhammad's life, much like a biography.
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for proof that he was permitted to move about the country. Lyndsey Stonebridge connects trauma
theory to refugee writing by demonstrating that a central theme of refugee writing is "to be
recognized as a legal person" ("Denying Us" 114). Upon receiving this permit and official
identification, Rasul has received some kind of recognition as a legal person. However, in
Rasul's quest for his Herkunft and his identity, the card or piece of paper that relayed information
about his country of origin or status as a refugee were the least important pieces to his identity
puzzle. Although he narrates some events surrounding his obtaining of these documents, he
devotes more narrative real estate to his relationships with women and to his identity as a writer.
This greater amount of words would suggest a greater level of importance to these things, thus
countering the dominant discourse that refugees only matter in terms of legal status.
Inherent in the discourses surrounding refugees are the concepts of refugee (by official
definition), citizenship, human rights and other terms of legality and policy. With his past as a
citizen of Iraq possessing the rights that such citizenship entailed, Rasul's narrative details his
time as a refugee, a mobile human without rights, who seeks to regain citizenship and its rights
in another land. Rasul represents himself as a young man forced to flee Iraq for fear of
imprisonment or possibly death. He is involuntarily mobile. The United Nations labels him as a
refugee because he has fled imminent danger and seeks asylum in another country. In examining
Rasul's ascribed identity as a refugee, we see that his mobility is often hindered and he must
behave and perform in a manner that signals his refugee-ness. Rasul is forced to migrate after
being imprisoned for distributing pamphlets against that current dictatorship.54 Upon his release,
Rasul decides that he could no longer stay in Iraq but must flee due to fear of repeated
imprisonment for a minor infraction, or worse. A decision that points to an aspect of criminality
54

Although he does not explicitly name Saddam Hussein as the dictator at this point in the novel, his personal story
timeline would support this.
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implied in the term refugee. Only once he has resettled in Germany, some years after beginning
his journey, does he finally feel like a tourist55 and not a refugee on the run.
1.3.1 Who and What is a Refugee?
In Hannah Arendt's 1943 essay, "We Refugees," she describes refugees in the first
person: "We lost our home, which means the familiarity of daily life. We lost our occupation,
which means the confidence that we are of some use in this world. We lost our language, which
means the naturalness of reactions, the simplicity of gestures, the unaffected expression of
feelings. We left our relatives, [. . .] and our best friends have been killed, [. . .] and that means
the rupture of our private lives" (264-65). Although "refugee" carries legal and political weight,
it first and foremost embodies many moments of rupture and loss in the daily lives of the person
bearing that label. Being a refugee means being a person who has lost home, familiarity,
occupation, confidence, language, naturalness, simplicity, relatives, friends and normalcy within
the private sphere.
The term refugee carries significant political and legal connotations due to its codification
by the United Nations at the Refugee Convention of 1951 in Geneva, Switzerland. The terms
migrant, refugee, asylum and exile all appear in the discourse surrounding the refugee person. A
refugee is defined under Article 1 of the 1951 Refugee Convention as a person with "a wellfounded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a
particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is unable
to, or owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country." They are
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Rasul makes this contrast between refugee and vacationer, between refugee and tourist more than once (40). In his
mind the opposite of a refugee is a person who travels for fun, for holiday and for recreation.
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forced to flee their country of origin to escape a conflict or persecution.56 A contemporary
refugee's position of physical precarity differs from that of an exiled intellectual. As part of the
twentieth century's tradition of refugees, exiled intellectuals were individuals who fled because
their scholarship or influential position contradicted that of a dictatorial government. A helpful
distinction between refugee and migrant is to define this exiled person. In his "Reflections on
Exile," Said cautions literary intellectuals against careless objectification of the literature
produced by exile and flight: “at most the literature of exile objectifies an anguish and a
predicament most people rarely experience firsthand; but to think of the exile as beneficially
humanistic is to banalize its mutilations, the losses it inflicts on those who suffer them" (174).
Edward Said emphasizes the rupture and voicelessness that a refugee experiences. Rasul is an
exception to this voicelessness in that he is voicing his story and the conditions of his flight and
arrival. A key distinction between the exiled individual and the refugee is the refugee's official
legal status and the scores of regulating bodies concerned with the refugee and their status,
beginning with the UN. A refugee has suffered violent upheaval in addition to being subjected to
stringent bureaucratic processes and categories. This is not to qualify the refugee and the exiled
person as though one is "more" victimized than another, nor as though one is more fortunate than
another, but rather to emphasize the legal aspects of refugee status and of the term asylum.
Indeed refugee law shapes refugee narratives in that the refugees are subject to each country's
interpretation of asylum codifications and procedures. Additionally, Jopi Nyman points out how
contemporary narratives differ from exile narratives of the twentieth century:
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In a study on refugees, Matthew J. Gibney cites numerous scholars and their varying definitions of a refugee. A
refugee includes "victims of generalized violence, famine, environmental catastrophe or poverty" as well as "people
who have been both denied fundamental rights and are socially and politically marginalized" and in "need [of] an
alternative political membership (citizenship) rather than simply temporary protection" (Gibney 50).

55

[T]he contemporary representations locate the forced migrant's mobility in contemporary
global mobility rather than emphasizing political dissidence as the main cause of exile
and refugee life. The traditional perspective on the refugee experience has been that of
political exiles and their attempt to 'escape . . . from the destructive authoritarianisms of
postcolonial rule.' Exile has been often conceived of as an experience in which separation
from home and one's own culture is both constraining and beneficial, enabling the exile
to recreate home and identity insightfully through memory. (Nyman 40 Displacement)
Nyman then points to several authors of African origin who prove the inability to recreate home
and identity insightfully, often due to the host country's citizens or policies, or both. In Phil
Marfleet's 2006 work on refugees, he defines refugees as "produced by a number of factors:
economic, political, social, cultural and environmental. Their lives are shaped by formal political
and legal structures, and by both official and popular ideas of nation and nationalism, citizen and
alien, 'race' and ethnicity" (193). Richard Black argues that these distinctions are not
"sociologically significant in the sense of describing a set of characteristics that are innate or
defining features of a theoretically distinct population group" (64). These terms describe the
political status of the individual, not their personal characteristics. In Rasul's case, there is no
innate quality that automatically characterizes him as a refugee. His identity as a refugee is a
forced choice in response to the dangerous political climate of his country of origin. However,
Rasul's behavior signifies that he is a refugee. When he is in Istanbul, a smuggler approaches
him. Rasul points out that it would not have been difficult for this smuggler to recognize him as a
refugee:
Ich glaube, die Schlepper kennen ihre Kundschaft sehr gut. Ein Flüchtling geht nicht wie
ein normaler Mensch auf der Straße. Er hält alle um sich herum für Polizisten. Alle sind
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ihm verdächtig. Ihn interessieren weder Schaufenster noch Plakate noch Frauen. Er
beobachtet nur die Gesichter der Menschen, und seine Augen wandern unruhig hin und
her. Wie eine verrückt gewordene Uhr. Er dreht sich ständig um, und die Angst steht ihm
ins Gesicht geschrieben. Bei mir waren diese Symptome wohl sehr deutlich ausgeprägt
und leicht zu erkennen. (110)
Rasul is a refugee because he behaves like a refugee. He not only flees his country of citizenship,
but also journeys from one country to another without proper paperwork and in fear of
imprisonment or discrimination and being deported back to his home country.
According to Rasul, refugees are active in making their own way, rather than relying on
others. In the narrative, Rasul claimed that although it was difficult to be a refugee in a foreign
land, "man findet immer einen Ausweg" (40). This speaks to Rasul's personally held opinion that
refugees are resilient and able to make their way out. At the same time, Rasul is dependent on
other people, such as the aforementioned Schlepper, to assist him in his flight. Richard Black
underscores that the term refugee "often implies a dependence on humanitarian intervention"
(Black 63). There is a tension between relying on his intuition to keep himself out of dangerous
situations while also relying on human aid or on Germany's intervention to grant asylum and
provide an infrastructure for him to rebuild his life with dignity and realize his potential as a
human being. Rasul writes back against the dominant legal discourse on refugees through his
persistent mobility, regardless of borders and required papers, as well as through his rhetoric on
the resilience of refugees.
Rasul represents himself not only as an individual refugee figure, but also as part of the
collective group of refugees. This area of refuge-ness is a liminal space where his self and group
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identities intersect. At points of contact during transportation from one place to another Rasul
regularly finds himself as one of many fleeing. For example, he and many refugees attempted to
cross the River Evros in order to reach Greece, a country that opened access to safer states of the
European Union. Upon entering Greece, he and other refugees were arrested and imprisoned
together (64). At this point in the narrative, Rasul reflects on his fellow refugees and on how the
Greek officials relate to them. His reflections on refugees in Greece were: (1) there were too
many to possibly arrest all of them and hold them in prisons, (2) the police did arrest some, but
this action was merely to make it look as though the police were trying to do something about the
"Flüchtlingsproblem" (19). His observations underscore the sheer number of refugees and
common human plight of all of them, regardless of country of origin. They also highlight the
correct assumption on the part of the refugees that Greece was the way to get into the EU
because the restrictions were not yet heavily enforced. In this portion of the narrative, he
identifies with other refugees as they attempt to flee together. He is also identified as a refugee
when he is arrested with them.
When he isn't collectively arrested and imprisoned with other refugees, he is housed
together with other exiles in a home for asylum seekers such as in Bayreuth, Germany (64).
These passages demonstrate how the host country groups refugees together and treats them as
one mass rather than as distinctive people. Others view them collectively and not as individuals.
They embody a communal problem for the host country rather than their particular cases needing
individual treatment.57 Because the collective discourse of refugees will not reach the ears or
eyes of those with the power to effect change, Rasul narrates as a representative of this group.58
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As a nameless and faceless group of people they are housed together based on their country of origin. For
example, Rasul shares a room with three other men from Iraq. This method of grouping refugees together reinforces
narratives of nationalism and figurative borders between nation states. On a political level this grouping is a way of
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One of the most poignant passages in the book details Rasul's direct reflections on his
experience as a refugee and the beginning of his exile from Iraq. The dominant discourse
emphasizes the fear that the refugee must feel when they remember their country of origin, or
perhaps even demands that the refugee feels fear regarding their country of origin. Rasul does
remember Iraq with a sense of fear, but he also remembers it as home. His narrated experience is
that things from one's homeland take on special meaning when one is away and return is
unlikely. One's homeland becomes beautified through exile:
Doch dort waren keine Himmelswege zu finden, sondern nur andere, die ich nicht so
einfach beschreiben kann. Wege einer ganz bestimmten Sorte. Eine von ihnen nenne ich
Eintritt ins Exil. Die ersten Tage, die man im Exil verbringt, sind sehr gefährlich. Man
denkt nicht mehr mit dem Kopf, sondern mit dem Herzen, oder genauer noch, mit der
Fantasie. Der Kopf gerät in Vergessenheit. Man denkt oft an das Gesicht der Mutter, der
Geschwister und der Freunde. Sie tauchen überall auf, in einem Buch, bei der Arbeit, am
Himmel. Man fängt sogar an, Lieder aus der Heimat zu hören. Zu Hause hätte man sich
unter keinen Umständen so verhalten, weil man diese Lieder für banal hielt. Essen,
Bücher, Kleider und Menschen aus der Heimat gewinnen plötzlich an Bedeutung. Das
Exil beschönigt die Heimat, stellte ich später fest. (73)
Booth explains this sudden meaningfulness ascribed to things of home and to things of one's
home country as "the presence of the past in all of the small currency of a community's
existence, its way of life, values, and so on. The presence of the past in memory, and so the unity
keeping refugees from being part of Germany. By literally and figuratively boxing these people all together, the
problem is "contained" until it can be solved. This kind of restriction from belonging affects the refugees' ability to
integrate both physically and psychologically.
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As a messenger there is also a link to the prophet Muhammad when he fled from Mecca to Medina in order to
escape persecution. Rasul is part of the contemporary refugee collective as well as the tradition of messengers
fleeing to escape the repercussions of their message.
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and sameness of the subject across time, have their formal and informal, quotidian dimensions"
(Booth 39). This notion of how the quotidian suddenly becomes the most significant of
memories is underscored in Rasul's longing for home during his "Eintritt ins Exil." Rasul longs
particularly for the faces of his mother and siblings. Social attachments are based not only on
"place," a shared physical location, but also on a shared language as a space of cognitive
orientation. For Khider's frame narrative protagonist, a great sense of anticipation and happiness
comes from the thought of being able to dialogue with another person in Arabic while on the ICE
in Germany. Only rarely does Rasul directly narrate his emotions, but in this one passage above,
he reveals how a song conjures up an affective response for him. Hogan coins the term emotional
geography to describe the idea that emotions are tied to a specific place and the memory of that
place summons them. "In short, the spatiality of human being-in-the-world (to use the
Heideggerian idiom) is a sort of emotional geography that develops out of fundamental human
propensities toward organizing the world along two fundamental axes: normalcy and
attachment." (Hogan 30-31). As Rasul travels through various countries, he develops a form of
normalcy and attachments in each location, but none as strong as his conflicted sense of longing
and fear for Iraq. For Rasul, a refugee means one who travels as the only recourse of action. The
actual traveling experience is dangerous and the cities in which one finds oneself are to be
evaluated and sized up for employment, imprisonment and relationship potential. In each country
of sojourn, he finds employment, gauges the locals' reception toward him and other refugees and
attaches to a woman in the new location. Each new "home" and attempt at normalcy that he
creates along the way involves a triangulation of work, women and welcome.
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1.3.2 Work, Women and Welcome: The Refugee's Attempt at Citizenship
Although this area of the narrative might not seem self-evident for a discussion of
citizenship, there are strong connections for work, romantic relationships and inclusion/exclusion
discourse in relation to the overarching concept of citizenship. In its initial form, citizenship
pertained to the city-state, whereas contemporary citizenship concerns the nation-state (Kivisto
and Faist 1). Inherent in the discussion of citizenship are the categories of who is being included
and who is being excluded via citizenship. There is also the "reciprocal set of duties and rights"
pertaining to citizenship (Kivisto and Faist 1). One duty is to work and pay taxes, a physical and
tangible contribution to supporting the particular nation-state. As part of his odyssey to
Germany, in each place to which Rasul flees he must find a means to earn income. As a noncitizen his particular form of work does not support that country because he pays no taxes. His
employment becomes a part of his identity in that he often resorts to under-the-table employment
as a refugee. He combats this exclusion from legitimate forms of employment by utilizing his
pen to write about himself and his experiences. In Passau, Germany Rasul lived in a home for
asylum-seekers, but he received an allowance from the State and was not permitted to work.
Visibility marks the distinct difference between under-the-table jobs in Libya, Jordan and Greece
compared to his total lack of work in Germany. In all of these countries, he is not a citizen.
However, in Germany, he is visible because he is registered as a refugee, they have taken his
fingerprints and he has applied for asylum. He occupies this hybrid space between noncitizenship and citizenship in that he received official, temporary permission to reside there, but
he has not yet received a passport. A potential consequence of these types of positions is the
demoralizing effect they can have on a person, who as a refugee is restricted to service-type jobs
and must constantly hide for fear of being discovered. Rasul is in his early 20s at the time of his
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flight. Because he was not yet established in a career when he was imprisoned for pamphlet
distribution and subsequently fled, he does not experience the total indignity of being reduced
from a college-educated professional to a menial service worker. Nevertheless, he is restricted
(even if "only" temporarily) from access to higher education and professional positions because
of his refugee status. This is not to disparage service positions but to highlight the lack of agency
that Rasul has as a non-citizen. He does not have the right to choose his vocation. By virtue of
exclusion from certain levels of learning and from certain types of employment, he is relegated
to this space in which he has no rights and no duties.
In addition to employment as inclusion or exclusion, Rasul must assess the attitude of the
locals and local officials toward refugees. This attitude is reflected in two spheres. One sphere is
the female and sexual. Typically men, in the forms of the familial and the official, are
gatekeepers to this sphere. What access does a refugee have to the local women and therefore to
intimate relations, and therefore to procreation and establishing roots in a host country? The
other sphere is the official and regulatory welcome the refugees receive, which is usually
characterized by the masculine and by hostility. Rasul describes Germany as "eine große Fabrik"
in terms of its reputation as a country for workers and efficiency (98). He also describes his
inability to adapt "an den zahlreichen Paragrafen und bürokratischen Vorschriften, die dieses
Land unter sich begraben" (99). What access does a refugee have to jobs, housing and forms of
commerce? Rasul takes jobs as a cleaner and laborer for numerous employment agencies, all
while taking language classes in the afternoons. He virtually functions as a servant to Germany
by fulfilling these lower-statused jobs and by dutifully acquiring their language and cultural
capital.
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Narratively, Rasul often measures a new location by his freedom to speak with women
and by gauging the way officials look at him. This reception influences Rasul's self-perception
because through their eyes, he comes to see himself as dangerous and threatening, since he is
treated this way. Rasul's interactions with women would be of particular interest and concern to a
German audience due to the nation's inherent fear of violence against women and the perceived
threat of men from Near Eastern origins. In Cologne, Germany on New Year's Eve 2015,
approximately 1,200 criminal offenses occurred, which included men sexually assaulting 500 or
more women. Similar attacks were carried out in other major German cities. Many of these
crimes were perpetrated by non-German-born individuals. Five years after this terrible night, the
Deutsche Welle pulled together a report on what has changed in Germany due to that night's
events.59 Bosen summarizes the events with this language:
a throng of about a thousand young men was forming in the crowd. Most of them were
from the North African-Arabic region. The atmosphere was uninhibited, aggressive.
Fireworks were pointed at people, passers-by harassed, cellphones and wallets were
stolen. The police were surprised and overwhelmed; there were too few officers on duty.
The situation soon escalated completely. It came to especially "abominable" scenes as
German Chancellor Angela Merkel would later describe it. Packs of men were hunting
down women, cornering many of them. There were sexual assaults, rapes. (Deutsche
Welle, December 2020)
The terms such as "surprised, overwhelmed" and "too few" describe the police officers and
clearly indicate exoneration for not being able to protect the German women. In describing the
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perpetrators, words such as "throng, uninhibited, aggressive, abominable, packs of men, hunting,
cornering" and "assaults" were used. In light of the violence perpetrated against women victims,
these descriptions are appropriate. By including the ethnic indicator "North African-Arabic," the
situation is clearly marked. Proponents of anti-immigration legislation seized upon these attacks
as fuel for their position. Citizens who were already fearful of incoming refugee men or who
were undecided about the risk level of accepting these individuals became more fearful or more
outspoken against refugees. Bosen cites that the sale of defensive weapons increased
immediately after the attacks. Eventually, legislation was changed to officially designate sexual
assault as a criminal offense, to more harshly regulate the right to asylum and to enforce
deportation when a refugee committed a crime. Most significantly, the German media who "were
accused of being too hesitant to report on the foreign citizenship of the suspects" experienced the
greatest policy reform: "The press council changed its guidelines for naming alleged offenders.
Previously, the press code stated that journalists should as a rule refrain from naming a suspected
criminal's country of origin or migration background, regardless of the accuracy of that
information. Now, the code states that information can be reported 'if there is a justified public
interest.'" Essentially, the media was now being encouraged to choose honesty regardless of the
effect on racial relations and perceptions.
If a German audience today is reading the narrative of Der falsche Inder from 2007 with
the events of December 31, 2015 in mind, they would most likely pay very close attention to
how Rasul is represented in his relationships and interactions with women. Rasul perpetuates
romantic relationships and a regular sex life in each place he travels through. He is very aware of
his good looks and his appeal to women; however, the prolificacy of his sexual encounters does
not necessarily indicate mistreatment of the women. These passages could be problematic to a
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Western reader looking for reasons to distrust male refugees; however, given that Rasul is driven
to write, to the extent that he steals paper and food wrappers in order to write, then his initial
dream about the women in the temple and his encounters with women function more as a muse
for his genius. Indeed, his encounters with women would seem less problematic if he were a
young Caucasian male with Western citizenship in a Western country rather than a young Iraqi
male with non-Western citizenship in a Western country. In his romantic life, he appears to fall
in love over and over, rather than to seek out and dominate the women in his life. Perhaps by
calling on this trope of the male artist genius and perpetually drawing attention to his need to
write, he detaches the stereotype of the sexualized “foreigner” from the narrative of the criminal
and reinscribes it in the narrative of the male artist genius.
One marker of immigrants arriving in other countries is the type of work and roles they
fulfill. Food service, cleaning service, childcare and sexual services are hallmarks of the roles
that immigrants, especially women immigrants60, from lower economically statused countries are
relegated to. Rasul's work and his roles in each place mirror that of the types of options available
to women immigrants. He works in service positions and in every place he journeys to and
through, he develops a relationship, typically romantic and often sexual in nature, with a woman
in that location. His narrative is not always focused on the "happenings" or the adventures of
each location, but rather how he writes, where he finds work and which women he encounters
there. Rasul states, "Immer wieder versuchte ich neu anzufangen" (99). In this way, the narrative
reinforces the humanness of the refugee figure. If Arendt said that "we refugees" have lost
employment and loved ones, then an attempt to reestablish these things would be a key point of
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Consider Anca Parvulescu's 2014, The Traffic in Women's Work: East European Migration and the Making of
Europe, in which she presents the wife-like work of women immigrants as "a domestic, a nanny, a caretaker, an
entertainer, a sex worker, or, indeed, a wife" (2).
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refugee effort. Rasul counters dominant discourse about the threat of young men from countries
like Iraq by narrating his efforts to establish normalcy through work, relationships and writing.
1.3.3 The Journey of a Refugee: Prison and Persistence
A refugee narrative inherently includes multilocationality due to the forced traveling of
the protagonist. Rasul travels through many countries on his way to Germany. Although he
begins his narrative with Baghdad as the origin of his journey, the city fades into the narrative of
forced displacement and no longer holds a place of privilege. For much of the narrative, he must
negotiate each imagined61 and encountered community. A uniting factor of all of these countries
is the local authorities, which he consistently attempts to avoid. A uniting space of all of these
countries is their prisons or holding spaces for refugees.
Indeed it is important to recognize the effect of incoming refugees on the host countries.
With their borders already in place, the host countries address refugees in their discourses and in
the spaces into which the refugees are permitted. Much negotiation is taking place through
discourse, which can be dominated by the host country's politicians, media or other interest
groups. New legislation is formulated to regulate bodies and to regulate the actions and
permissions of these refugees. Access to certain services is restricted to citizens only, and
consequences for certain actions is restricted to non-citizens only. The discourses and legislation
are dominated by powerful key players such as politicians, judges, police officers and media
representatives.
As a result of involvement by these individuals, a self-representing refugee narrative
cannot avoid including the closed spaces of prisons. Because of his wrongful imprisonment for
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distributing pamphlets and because of the emptiness left in his city and his country due to the
embargo placed on Iraq, Rasul fled to Europe. His initial stops occurred in northern African
towns and cities; however, life was not easy in Africa, and he eventually continued on to Europe.
"Doch alles andere, das ganze Leben an sich, das war überhaupt nicht einfach, weshalb ich bald
an eine große Reise Richtung Europa dachte. Die war jedoch nur auf illegalen Wegen möglich"
(19). Rasul intended to travel to Sweden because they offered support for learning the language
and studying at a university (21). However, he was detained in Germany because of his illegal
status as an Iraqi citizen without a visa or prior documentation in any European country, and he
never made it to Sweden. "Mein Ziel Schweden musste ich schließlich aber aufgeben. Die
deutsche Polizei hatte meine Fingerabdrücke genommen und erklärte mir, diese würden nun an
alle Asylländer weitergeleitet. Deshalb könne ich nun nirgendwo anders Asyl beantragen. Nur in
Deutschland" (21). He was restricted to applying for asylum only in Germany; therefore,
Germany became the end of his flight (32). At one point, Rasul envisioned himself as Swedish
but was suddenly restricted to becoming German. Other than stating his sadness (98), he does not
directly narrate his state of mind when he has run up against this geographical restriction. One
can imagine how being confined to Germany will affect his identity formation. Up until this
point in the narrative, Rasul has been an Iraqi (and possibly Indian or Gypsy), a prisoner, a
refugee, a many-times lover, a worker and an outsider of many groups. Now he is physically
inside Germany, he has applied for asylum there and he must accept the possibility of Germany
as "home." The reader hopes that at some point, he will integrate, assimilate and become
"German." The denial of his dream of Sweden was not the worst thing to happen to him, but
rather that, "Viele Leute hier hatten einfach nur Angst vor mir" (22). He cites this fear as having
started with September 11, 2001. Even though he personally had never harmed someone or
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joined a terrorist organization such as Al-Qaeda62, he was feared and distrusted. Since 9/11
"verging [...] [d]en in Europa lebenden Arabern [...] nach diesem Tag das Lachen" (22). This
singular event turned Western opinion against people of near eastern roots and his origins make
him suspect. As a refugee, he is criminalized for his non-citizenship in each country he travels
through. In Greece, he is detained by the police while they arrange a refugee ID card for him
(19). In Bavaria, he is profiled by police on the train and he is questioned as to whether he is
truly Iraqi or not (20). His fear of incarceration and deportation reflects the refugee's lack of
autonomy. The only area in which Rasul is able to exercise some control is through his writing.
1.3.4 The Refugee as Writer and Loser: Aroused and Inspired to Write
Chapter Two of Der falsche Inder details Rasul's experiences in writing and losing with
the theme of "losing" already being an established characteristic of refugee life from Hannah
Arendt's essay. It is in this space as a writer that Rasul most notably vacillates between self and
group identity because he is a messenger and he is writing his message. It is not just the fact that
Rasul writes, but how, why, where and with what he writes that is essential to his identity as a
writer. Losing his writing equals losing his identity. He has lost memories about which he could
write. He has also lost most of his writings, thereby losing even the memories that he did manage
to capture in writing. This tension between recording one's memories in order not to forget, but
then losing the pages or forgetting the code to the written memories underscores Rasul's struggle
to finalize and self-fashion himself. The interplay between writing and losing is emphasized in
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this chapter through several anecdotes and is counter-discursively significant in revealing his
process of writing against dominant discourses on refugees.63
Rasul reinforces his identity as being composed of more than just "refugee-ness." After
months of imprisonment without access to pen and paper, Rasul finally felt like himself because
he could write and act out his identity as a writer. In addition to Rasul's need to write in order to
preserve memory and represent himself, Rasul must write in order to cope with unfulfilled sexual
desire. After a dream in which he watched half-naked priestesses praying, Rasul claimed that in
the dream he was so compelled to write that he stole temple paper. This was the beginning of his
paper-stealing curse. Rasul's dream fuses erotic wishes with religious rituals and then connects
these to the urge to write.64 The temple setting also suggests a supernatural impulse to write,
although perhaps not a religious message. Rasul is often aroused to find release in writing and to
steal paper in order to satisfy his writing urges. Additionally, the women serve as a muse for his
genius. After encountering the beautiful gypsy woman, he stole paper from the large stacks used
to wrap the carpets and used these papers to release his "Schreibdurchfall" (52). He further
underscores this vivid metaphor by calling the period before this explosion of writing a period of
"Schreibverstopfung" (52). This rather visceral metaphor highlights how Rasul thinks of his
writing as a bodily function. It is automatic and uncontrollable. His mind has digested the
conditions around him and is working through them. His relationship with Olga in Passau results
in a time "so über und über voll von Papier-Raubzügen und Gedichten, dass [er] jegliche
Orientierung verloren ha[t], über Ort, Zeit und Zahl" (55). In Munich, the curvy Bavarian women
inspired him to continue his "zwanghafte[] Raubzüge nach Papier" (56). Rasul's urge to steal any
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For example, although he manages to save one week of writings from his time in the prison hospital, they are lost
in an instant when his mother took his prison clothing and burned it because of the smell and the lice (31). The
prison guard had helped him sew his pages of writing into the lining of his clothing, but these efforts are in vain.
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type of paper (receipt, carpet paper, food wrappers, notebook paper, etc.) reflects his persistent
identity as a writer in that he must write regardless of the means. His desire for these women,
which releases in the form of writing, underscores the very physical nature of Rasul's need to
write and to work out his urges and memories. Current memory studies characterize memory "as
something that does not stay put but circulates, migrates, travels" and is "perceived as a process,
as work that is continually in progress" (Bond, Craps and Vermeulen 1). Writing down his
memories is part of Rasul's agency to craft his own identity. Even the act of leaving his
manuscripts with friends along the way is part of his effort to ensure this narrative persists. As a
continual work-in-progress, Rasul's writing becomes part of his process of working through
events surrounding his flight, from his origins of ethnic precarity to his current precarious status
in Germany, all rooted in his skin color.
Rasul is not only aroused and compelled to write for physical reasons but also seems
inspired to write. In a similar way in which religious writers recorded miracles, Rasul dedicates
an entire chapter of his narrative to miracles that he experienced along his refugee journey. He
writes about these extremely fortunate situations with allusions to some higher power in the
background. These various miracles are responsible for keeping him alive on his flight to
Germany. He relays episodes involving a flat tire, a fortuitous declaration of amnesty for minor
prisoners that led to his release, his brother-in-law's contact with a police officer who could
obtain unobtainable papers, Miriam securing a visa and ticket for him to board a ship to Turkey,
Ali the Alevi65 hiding him from the police in Istanbul, an old Greek lady on the train to Athens
who feeds him and helps him to the Red Cross, a lucky choice in a small boat to take him to Italy
and a superhuman leap over a fence separating the Italian harbor from the mainland, and, finally,
65

Alevism is a branch of Islam practiced in Turkey. It bears some similarities to Shiite Islam, which Rasul grew up
practicing.

70

Amnesty International visiting his prison in Iraq and recording his name as a political prisoner.
All are examples of miracles for why he did not die on his way to Germany.66 In narrating these
miracles, Rasul is careful to point out his own personal religious beliefs regarding miracles and
religion:
Wunder traten in meinem Leben immer im letzten Moment ein. Ich glaube an Wunder.
An diese seltsamen Einmaligkeiten, auf die einfach kein anderer Begriff passt. Es ist eine
Art Geheimnis des Lebens. Diese Wunder haben viel gemeinsam mit Zufällen. Aber ich
kann sie auch nicht als Zufälle bezeichnen, weil ein Zufall nicht mehrmals passiert. Ein
Zufall ist nur ein Zufall, so banal das auch klingen mag. Man kann von einem oder
höchstens zwei großen Zufällen im Leben sprechen, aber nicht von solchen Mengen an
Zufällen. Es gibt also Ereignisse, die Wunder sind, aber keine Zufälle – so erlaube ich
mir zu formulieren, ohne der aristotelischen Logik zu folgen. Ich bin kein
abergläubischer Mensch und glaube nicht an Überirdisches und Unterirdisches. Ich habe
im Laufe meines Lebens sozusagen meine eigene Glaubensrichtung entwickelt, und zwar
eine, die ausschließlich zu mir passt. Absolut individuell.
Many of Rasul's miracles more closely resembled coincidences, but Rasul denies that these
events could be so banal as coincidences. They are something more, and therefore, he dubs them
miracles. They are not religious miracles of healing or casting out demons, but rather his
miracles are events that saved his life or prevented him from certain deportation. Like relics, he
holds certain objects such as a tire or documents as spiritually significant to him. Likewise he
reveres the old Greek woman, Miriam and the women in his family who paid for his false
documents to flee Iraq all as some saint or guardian angel to him. He is compelled to write about
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these miracles as part of his testimony to the necessary turns of luck that enabled him to finally
reach Germany.
1.4 CONCLUSION
Despite being unwelcome in so many countries, Rasul continues his journeys. His route
is not direct, but he maintains mobility. His forced displacement is perpetually reenacted in each
location, which further underscores the instability of refugee life. Any attempt at settling and
normalcy in each of these locations can only be temporary. When Rasul narrates these
experiences, he voices the story of the refugee from the refugee's perspective and he counters the
dominant discourse by demonstrating the refugee's humanity and perpetual striving to function
as a citizen. Rasul Hamid's narrative demonstrates a refugee's ability to permeate borders of
nation-states and to enter a host country's dominant discourses and offer criticism, despite police,
officials and various constraints. This narrative establishes the refugee's agency from their
marginalized position and even because of their marginalized position.
Khider's novel offers insight into the origins as well as the processes of dislocation,
traveling, entrance into exile and arrival in Germany. Rasul's narrative demonstrates that national
borders, though physically marked and determined, are also more fixed in the minds of citizens
than in the geography itself. Khider's narrative does not offer hope for the possibility of
redefining the self in Germany. Although the protagonist integrates via paperwork and language,
he does not achieve full integration. Whether it is the fires of Baghdad or his alleged gypsy
heritage that underlie his skin color, his appearance and the underlying questions of ethnicity
causes constant problems67 of identity for him and fuels a persistent sense of never belonging
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both in Iraq and in Germany (18). Although he is writing his memories of a specific geographic
location and his life in that place, his looks exclude him from truly belonging. In Der falsche
Inder the refugee figure is self-represented as born non-belonging, as a writer, as a male refugee
with connotations of sexuality, employment and reception, and, often in parallel, as a prisoner.
At the end of the novel, Rasul's narrative depicts him as an outside member of German society,
integrated through language and on paper, but never fully integrated because of his external
appearance.
The act of testifying, accomplished in Der falsche Inder through narrative, is to "produce
one's own speech as material evidence for truth" (Explorations 17). Rasul produces his narration
as evidence of refugee truth. Khider's novel contributes to the increasing collective memory of
refugees in Germany, while simultaneously contributing to the collective memory of
contemporary Germans. Memory and capturing those memories through writing remains the
dominant theme in Khider's novel. A discourse surrounding memory appears from the outset,
when the envelope that the frame narrator finds on the seat next to him has the word "memories"
written on it. In E. van Alphen's treatise concerning discourse and memory, he points out that
"Memory is not something we have, but something we produce as individuals sharing a culture.
Memory is, then, the mutually constitutive interaction between the past and the present, shared as
culture but acted out by each of us as an individual" (37). Khider enters this discourse
surrounding memory in German with all of its associated elements of guilt, longing for Heimat,
societal integration and multiculturalism. Khider's novel is one example of how literature
exposes the gaps in official accounts of refugee and asylum seeker experiences. Literature like
Der falsche Inder narrates a broader scope of forced displacement stories than statistics, asylum
advocacy groups and human rights reports can tell. His novel engages the discursive practice of
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testimony by bringing Trauma and Memory together to narratively demonstrate the (in)ability to
remember a traumatic event.68 Belau and Ramadanovic define an analytic technique for
conceiving trauma as "remembering, repeating and working-through" (xvii). According to their
theory of trauma, "[r]emembering is aimed at gaining knowledge and understanding of some
object of the past" (xvi). He remembers who he was in Baghdad and in the various countries
along the way toward Germany, and he testifies in order to be visible on his own terms, not on
the bureaucratic terms that one nation-state or another deems. By reading this example of
testimonial discourse, I argue that Rasul is both the subject and producer of testimony. Although
he fell victim to a totalitarian regime he also enacts agency both locally and politically from his
position as writer and through his persistent journeying. Der falsche Inder requires readers to
rethink the political, legal and journalistic dominant discourses with their conceptualizations of
the refugee figure and ultimately refuse the limiting categories of victim, suspect and citizen.
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"[...] any attempt to approach the question discursively will necessarily intersect the fragility of the question of
traumatic memory, effectively revealing the resistance that traumatic contexts offer to objectification or
interpretation" (Belau and Ramadanovic xix).
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Like the homeless, refugees are living embodiments of a disturbing possibility:
that human privileges are quite fragile, that one’s home, family, and nation
are one catastrophe away from being destroyed. As the refugees cluster in camps;
as they dare to make a claim on the limited real estate of our conscience
— we deny we can be like them and many of us do everything we can to avoid our obligations to them.
Viet Thanh Nguyen (2017)69

CHAPTER TWO: Voices in Shida Bazyar's Nachts ist es leise in Teheran:
The Private and Public Lives of Generational Refugee Figures in Germany
Shida Bazyar's 2016 debut novel Nachts ist es leise in Teheran encompasses generational
narratives that make central the impact of a totalitarian government as well as the far-reaching
consequences of political activism not only through the novel's narrative content but also through
the voices telling the story. Nachts ist es leise in Teheran delivers a generational perspective on
the lives of one family of Iranian immigrants in Germany from 1979-2009. Bazyar enters
Germany's contemporary literature tradition since the Wende, of "Romane, in denen
Familiengeschichte erforscht oder mühsam rekonstruiert wird" (Eigler 24-25). The first
generation of the family, Behsad and Nahid, are individuals seeking political reform in their
country of origin as well as seeking political asylum in a new country. They voice the dichotomy
between making a home in their country of exile and continually hoping to return "home." The
second generation, represented by the children Laleh, Morad and Tara, are conflicted between
the culture of Germany, the country in which they have grown up, and the culture of Iran, their
parents' home. In addition, the reader visits extended family remaining in Iran: grandparents,
aunts, uncles and cousins. At the novel's end, the reader glimpses the next generation, Behsad
and Nahid's granddaughter, who will be born German.
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2.1 INTRODUCTION: AWARDS AND SCHOLARSHIP
Meager attention has been paid to Nachts ist es leise in Teheran despite the author having
studied at Hildesheim's prestigious writing program, the novel's awards and its timely content
regarding refugees in Germany. It has won four awards: the Kulturförderpreis der EvangelischLutherischen Landeskirche Hannover in 2016, the Bloggerpreis für Literatur for a debut novel in
2016, the Ulla-Hahn-Autorenpreis in 2016 and the Uwe-Johnson-Förderpreis in 2017. The
literary prize from the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Hannover has been awarded every three
years, beginning with 2010. Intended to bring public art into conversation with the church, the
prize signals the importance of art to the protestant church.70 This jury said of Bazyar's novel:
Die von ihr erzählte Familiengeschichte über Umsturz, Flucht, Integration und deutsche
Gegenwart ist nach Auffassung der Jury von brennender gesellschaftlicher Aktualität.
Die Komposition ihres Romans und die Zeichnung seiner Charaktere überzeugen in
hohem literarischen Maß. Shida Bazyar hat als Autorin bereits für ihren Debütroman eine
unverwechselbare Sprache gefunden, in der Inhalt und Ausdruck, Herkunft und neue
Heimat zu einer spannungsgeladenen Einheit verwoben werden. Sie verbindet dabei
Fremdheit und Ankommen in einer literarischen Form, die nach Auffassung der Jury dem
gegenwärtigen gesellschaftlich-kulturellen Diskurs zu Migration und Integration in
Deutschland einen wesentlichen Impuls gibt.71
Bazyar's themes of foreignness and arrival were significant factors in awarding her this prize.
The jury members, who were either affiliated with the protestant church or associated with
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"Mit der Vergabe des Kultur- und Kulturförderpreises verbindet sich die Würdigung der Preisträger und ihrer
Kunst. Sie werden im öffentlichen wie im kirchlichen Kontext ins Gespräch gebracht. Und wir als evangelische
Kirche setzen ein deutliches Zeichen, wie wichtig uns Zeitgenossenschaft, Gastfreundschaft und Aufmerksamkeit
im Dialog mit Künstlerinnen und Künstlern sind." https://www.kunstinfo.net/kulturpreis.
71
Information for the prize was taken from the website of the Kulturpreis:
https://www.kunstinfo.net/kulturpreis/kulturpreis_2016
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publishing and art institutions, found Bazyar's novel to be an imperative contribution to the
discourses surrounding migration and integration in Germany. Indeed their comments almost
pigeon-hole Bazyar into the dreaded Migrantenliteratur category that gestures to the problematic
Chamisso Prize. Consider the jury's impulse to compliment Bazyar's use of language and their
inclusion of the term "Fremdheit." Critical Race Studies has shown a similar and often
backhanded compliment offered to a person of color: that they are "articulate" or "well-spoken."
The implication being that the speaker is surprised that this could be true.
The Bloggerpreis is intended to draw attention to an author's debut novel in order to get
the attention of readers who would typically choose a well-established author.72 Bazyar won the
first yearly prize issued by this group of literary bloggers, many of whom have studied
Germanistik. Her novel was praised for both its style and content as well as the way in which it
enlightened readers to Iran and the timely topic of flight and integration.73 The Ulla-Hahn-Preis,
a literary prize established in 2012, is overseen by the author Ulla Hahn herself and other
members of the community in Monheim, Germany. First time German-language authors who are
younger than 35-years-old and reside in Germany are eligible with the general criteria being:
"Ausgezeichnet werden soll ein Werk, das in besonderer Weise den Bezug zur eigenen Herkunft
und zum eigenen Leben herstellt und das Spannungsfeld zwischen Realität und Fiktion
künstlerisch bearbeitet."74 The prize is awarded every other year and Bazyar was the third
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"Debüt-Romane haben es auf dem Buchmarkt nicht immer leicht. Viele Leser halten an Altbewährtem fest oder
bemerken die neuen Stimmen der Literatur gar nicht erst, weil vor allem den kleinen Verlagen oft die finanziellen
Mittel fehlen, um die Erstlingswerke ihrer Autoren in der literarischen Öffentlichkeit zu positionieren. Doch auch
wenn sie nicht immer präsent scheinen, es gibt jedes Jahr eine faszinierende Vielfalt an Debüt-Romanen, die es zu
entdecken gilt." https://dasdebuet.com/eine-seite/was-wir-wollen/
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Reviews by key bloggers were summarized on the website: https://dasdebuet.com/2016/12/16/das-debuet-2016and-the-winner-is/
74
Information regarding this prize was taken from Monheim am Rhein's town website, and specifically the prize
issued in connection with author Ulla Hahn's childhood home in that town. https://www.monheim.de/stadtlebenaktuelles/news/nachrichten/ulla-hahn-haus-vergibt-preis-an-junge-schriftsteller-1353.
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recipient. Bazyar was praised by the committee, because she "schafft es, die jeweiligen
Sichtweisen und Gefühlszustände ohne Larmoyanz, aber mit scharfem Blick und in einer ganz
besonderen Sprache – eher Sprachen – zu schildern,“ and because „[d]as Buch ist nicht nur ein
wichtiger Beitrag zur aktuellen Flüchtlingsdiskussion, sondern einfach ein Stück großartiger
Literatur.“75 The committee in Monheim stressed the significance of Bazyar's book not only for
the discourses surrounding migration but also for German literature as a whole. The UweJohnson-Förderpreis is awarded to German-speaking authors, "in deren Schaffen sich
Bezugspunkte zu Johnsons Poetik finden und die heute mit ihrem Text ebenso unbestechlich und
jenseits der „einfachen Wahrheiten“ deutsche Vergangenheit, Gegenwart und Zukunft
reflektieren."76 Bazyar's novel does relay simple truths regarding a German past and present,
particularly regarding Germany's residents from Iran or with Iranian roots. The prize committee
further described how Bazyar's narrative structure is similar to Uwe Johnson's: "Durch die
gelungene Erzählkonstruktion wird ein mehrdimensionaler Blick auf die Geschichte(n)
geworfen. Es wird ganz im Sinne von Uwe Johnson eine ›Version von Wirklichkeit‹ angeboten,
die es nunmehr zu vergleichen gilt mit jener, die die Leser ›unterhalten und pflegen‹. Abgezielt
wird auf den ›unterschiedlichen Blick‹ und die Fähigkeit, die ›andere Seite mit ihren Augen zu
sehen‹." Bazyar's generational perspective on German and Iranian history provides an important
version of reality for German readers. The committee's final reason for awarding the prize was,
"weil sie in ihrem Roman ›Nachts ist es leise in Teheran‹ ein vielfältiges Panorama des Daseins
zwischen unterschiedlichen Welten entfaltet und dabei einfache Antworten vermeidet."77
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The full description of awarding the prize to Bazyar is located at Monheim's town website:
https://www.monheim.de/stadtleben-aktuelles/news/nachrichten/shida-bazyar-erhaelt-fuer-erstlingswerk-drittenulla-hahn-autorenpreis-3131.
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Criteria for this prize can be found at the prize's website: https://www.uwejohnsonpreis.de/category/allgemein/.
77
Information regarding the Uwe-Johnson-Preis and Bazyar as recipient can be found at the prize's website:
https://www.uwejohnsonpreis.de/category/foerderpreistraeger/.
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Bazyar's intricacy of perspectives and of nuanced existence for an Iranian German in
Germany has earned her brief attention from the publishing world and from scholars. One can
only speculate that perhaps the lack of scholarly attention is due to aspects of the author's
personal life, such as gender, youth and race, that fall under traditionally marginalized people
groups. The author is a woman, she was under the age of 30 at the time of publication and she is
Iranian-German. If there are no objections to the author herself, then perhaps scholars find her
subject matter or her manner of writing about it undeserving of academic attention? Concerning
Bazyar's style, Nils Demetry of literaturkritik.de claims, "Bazyar zieht den Leser mit ihrer schon
jetzt bewundernswert stilsicheren Sprache nach kurzer Zeit gleichsam in einen Bann" (April 4,
2016). Demetry goes on to criticize critic Moritz Holler for only referring to Bazyar's characters
as living between two worlds (Iran and Germany) and not fully acknowledging why or how life is
lived between worlds.78 Instead Holler states, ",Nachts ist es leise in Teheran' ist ein stürmisches
und zugleich reflektiertes Romandebüt über Emigration, Identität und das Leben zwischen zwei
Welten – ein Buch voll Poesie, Verzweiflung und Lebensbejahung" (SWR2).
I agree with Demetry's summation of Holler, in that the reader cannot merely
acknowledge this refugee family's existence between two worlds, but should also seek to
understand the why and how of this condition. Furthermore, understanding the why and how will
come from in-depth analysis of each of the four main sections and their character's voice, for
therein lies discursive strategies that intervene in contemporary German literature. Separating the
storyline into four sections that rely on chronology, gender and generation gaps underscores the
intentions of the novel. I argue that Nachts ist es leise in Teheran functions as an act of
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Demetry points out, "Wenn jedoch das Gros der Rezensenten in Nachts ist es leise in Teheran vor allem eine
Schilderung des „Lebens zwischen zwei Welten […] voller Poesie und Intelligenz“ (Moritz Holler in WDR5)
erkennen möchte, so ist das zwar nicht falsch – lässt aber außer Acht, dass auch viel darüber gesagt wird, wieso es
überhaupt zu einem „Leben zwischen zwei Welten“ kommen kann." Moritz Holler's review of the book broadcasted
on April 6, 2016.
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opposition both to mainstream forms of contemporary German literature as well as to
mainstream representations of refugees in the dominant discourse of the media.
2.2.1 The Literary Context of Shida Bazyar in Germany in 2016
Shida Bazyar is a German author born in 1988 in Hermeskeil, Germany. Her parents had
fled Iran in 1987 due to political conditions shortly before her birth. Bazyar's literary debut
tackles many themes of migration, political activism, home, family and culture with in-depth
views into the main characters' thoughts and perspectives. Like Abbas Khider's texts, Bazyar's
work is not an autobiography, yet elements of her own life and her family's lives feature in the
novel. Therefore the reader runs into a discussion between autobiography, autofiction and lifewriting.79 As autobiographically-inflected fiction, Bazyar's novel contains moments of deep,
authentic descriptions and juxtapositions of the self against family, Iranians and Germans. As a
woman and as a potentially marginalized person in society, Bazyar can also be said to compose
in the tradition of "life-writing," a category in which a female author or person of color portrays
the self in relationship to others. In more recent developments of the past twenty years, lifewriting has become a key part of the overall conversation surrounding autobiography.
Traditionally, the autobiography was seen as a universalized, autonomous, male and European
writing form. Life-writing has been largely influenced by feminist and postcolonial theory as a
way of giving voice to women and people of color and as a way of critiquing the traditional
human subject found in the autobiography.
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When Philippe Lejeune defined the term autobiography in his text On Autobiography in 1989, he intentionally left
out "memoirs, biographies, personal novels, autobiographical poems, journals, diaries, self-portraits, and essays."
(Woods, Introduction 3). Therefore scholars have come to use the term "life writing" as a broader and more
encompassing term.
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Her novel also finds its place among contemporary German novels by women authors by
following the post-1990 German literary convention of family writing and memory.80 In the 2015
edited volume, German Women's Writing in the Twenty-First Century, editors Hester Baer and
Alexandra Merley Hill detail a history of feminism and women's writing in Germany, ranging
from responses to policies on women in the workforce and new family leave to feminist icon
Alice Schwarzer and popfeminism. Baer and Hill give tribute to the legacy of German literature's
Bachmann, Jelinek and Wolf before describing the era of Frauenliteratur, "a conscious, authordriven attempt to give voice to women's subjective experiences," in the 1970s and 80s, and
Fräuleinwunder, "the antithesis of Frauenliteratur, in that it was a label snatched up by
publishers to group and market authors based on gender rather than commonality of subject
matter, theme, or style," of the 1990s and 2000s (6). In these and other labels for women's
writing, there is an attempt to categorize women's writing as adhering to some gendered writing
style. Baer and Hill posit that in Germany's contemporary context, "women's writing may
provide a space for making visible the paradoxes of neoliberalism's promises, for imagining
change, and for helping us understand how status---including gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity,
and citizenship---still impacts individual lives" (8). This description of women's writing in
Germany of the twenty-first century is applicable to Bazyar's novel, particularly concerning the
author's unique background regarding her ethnicity and her parents' original citizenship that then
positions her to "mak[e] visible the paradoxes of neoliberalism's promises." Bazyar's novel enters
the discourse between novels not only written by women but also written in the tradition of
mother-daughter and familial narratives. Baer and Hill point out that, "Family narratives have
played a significant role in contemporary German literature's engagement with questions of
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See Friederike Eigler's Gedächtnis und Geschichte in Generationenromanen seit der Wende. Berlin: Erich
Schmidt Verlag, 2005. pp. 25-26.

81

gender, generation, and nation" (11). Feminist scholars of the 1980s81 differentiated between
"autobiography" and "life writing" to better define women's writing that depicts the self only in
relationship to others, specifically in relation to family members. Both autobiographicallyinflected fiction and life writing are working terms for Bazyar's writing; however, "life writing"
connects her to this very feminine-marked genre of writing, particularly concerning Nachts ist es
leise in Teheran, which is about family. Laura Marcus82 argued that the term "life writing"
expands the category of autobiography to include writing not only by women but also by
individuals not permitted to participate in mainstream culture and literature. Shida Bazyar's
Nachts ist es leise in Teheran participates in this "life writing" from the margins because she is
both female and belonging to a refugee family already outside of the mainstream. Bazyar's
account narrates the self in relation to family in Iran, people in Germany and to the parents.
2.2.2 The Historical Context of Nachts ist es leise in Teheran in Iran 1979-2009
Before embarking on Bazyar's generational novel, it is necessary to understand the
political context of Iran at the time of the narrations, which span 1979-2009. Although the novel
begins with the father Behsad and his comrades' efforts in the revolution, the catalyst to the story
is the overthrowing of the Shah in Iran and the inauguration of Ayatollah Khomeini's supreme
religious and political rule in 1979. Behsad depicts this through his description of the schools:
"Die Schulbücher wurden geändert, in kürzester Zeit, wir rissen die Seiten mit dem Schah
heraus, wir hängten sein Foto ab" (Bazyar 11-12). Khomeini represented the return of a
fundamentalist Islamic government, which contrasted the Shah's westernized rule of Iran.
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See Susan Stanford Friedman's "Women's Autobiographical Selves: Theory and Practice" in The Private Self:
Theory and Practice of Women's Autobiographical Writings, ed. Shari Benstock, (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 1988);
Donna Stanton's "Autogynography: Is the Subject Different?" in The Female Autograph: Theory and Practice of
Autobiography from the Tenth to the Twentieth Century, ed. Domna Stanton, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1987).
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Manchester UP, 1994. p.1.

82

Mohammad Reza Pahlavi was the final Persian Shah in Iran, wrapping up 2,500 years of
continuous monarchy. His reign from 1941-1979 was marked by industrial modernization,
economic growth with its ensuing inflation, and social reform, much of which was accomplished
under the auspices of his "White Revolution." Despite economic prosperity during his reign the
Shah was criticized for the forced westernization of Iran, his sympathies to America and Britain,
the corruption within his government and the role of his secret police (the SAVAK) in
suppressing any opposition to his administration. Under the Shah citizens were too afraid of the
secret police to openly speak against him. In his narrative, Behsad explains that fearful parents
told their children to love their country and their school; however, school had the opposite effect
on Behsad. He explains his transformation to being a revolutionary: "wir haben gelernt, was wir
lernen mussten, wir sind älter geworden, und wir haben beschlossen, Egal, was in unseren
Schulbüchern steht, wir wollen das Gegenteil davon" (11). From the beginning of the Shah's
father's rule in the 1930s up until the Islamic Revolution of 1979, veils and headscarves were
banned. When Khomeini returned from exile in 1979 and became Iran's Supreme Leader,
traditional Muslim head coverings and garments were reinstituted along with traditional Islamic
law. Khomeini and the Shah did not differ in their autocratic and often brutal style of ruling.
Instead they each enforced different ideologies and suppressed different groups. Under Khomeini
as Supreme Leader and Khamenei as President, the 1980s were years of war and fighting
between Iran and Iraq up until 1988. Khomeini passed away in 1989, and Ali Khamenei became
the next Supreme Leader, a position he still holds in 2021. In Iranian politics, the Supreme
Leader is the head of state. The president, though considered the highest-ranking official, still
must gain official approval from the Supreme Leader. Since the revolution in 1979, Iran has been
in an almost constant state of instability due to war, the country's nuclear program, sanctions and
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disagreement between religious and progressive parties. Iran produced a great number of
refugees in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries as a direct result of the unstable and hostile
environment. Table 2A (Appendix E) details the years and time frames of political changes in
Iran. Behsad's 1979 narrative would have been taking place right at the time of the Iranian
Revolution. He and Nahid stayed in Iran through most of the Iran-Iraq War before escaping for
Germany in 1987. Table 2B (Appendix E) gives statistics of immigrants that entered Germany
from Iran. It reveals the greatest influx in the 1980s and 1990s during the years of political
upheaval. In looking at Iran's history, the Revolution occurred in 1979 and then the Iran-Iraq
War lasted from 1980-1988. Both of these major political events are the likely causes for the
drastic increase in migration numbers. BAMF began tracking asylum applications differently in
their reports beginning with 2005. Iran regularly accounted for one of the top ten countries with
asylum applications in BAMF's selected reporting for every five years, with the exception of
2015. The BAMF reports on the "Bundesamt in Zahlen" include the comment that Iran has
numbered one of the most commonly occurring countries of origin for asylum applications in
Germany since the mid-1980s.83 In Bazyar's novel, the Hedayat family flees from Iran to
Germany in 1987, and therefore would have been part of this swell in refugees from Iran.
2.2.3 The Political Context of Nachts ist es leise in Teheran in Germany 1989-2019
In the aftermath of World War II, Germany was divided into four occupied zones by the
Allies: the United States, France, Britain and the Soviet Union. Eventually, the three western
zones combined to form West Germany, a parliamentary democracy (May 1949) and the Soviet
Union's zone became East Germany, a socialist republic (October 1949). West Germany
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"Bei den asiatischen Staaten waren seit Mitte der 1980er Jahre Afghanistan, Iran und ab 1995 auch der Irak fast
durchgängig unter den Hauptherkunftsländern verzeichnet." (BAMF's 2010 "Bundesamt in Zahlen" page 18, and
BAMF's 2019 "Bundesamt in Zahlen" page)
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experienced the Wirtschaftswunder in the 1950s, a period of incredible economic growth. In
contrast, the economy in East Germany stagnated and the secret police (Stasi) kept tight control
of daily life and guarded against any political dissension. In 1961 East Germany began building
the Berlin Wall between East and West Berlin and the border between the two countries was
fortified in order to keep East Germans in East Germany. The Wall remained a symbol of the
Cold War and of division. Following a series of growing peaceful Monday Demonstrations in
Leipzig, the Wall came down in November of 1989. East and West Germany formally reunited
into Germany in October of 1990. The Hedayat family arrives in Germany in the year 1987.
When Nahid's narrative takes place in the year 1989, the political environment between East and
West Germany would have been rife with tension and protests. Yet her narrative remains more
focused on personal and private matters.
In 1992 the Maastricht Treaty, signed by twelve countries, including Germany, formally
established the European Union. Laleh's 1999 narrative would have been taking place during the
year in which NATO bombed Yugoslavia in support of Kosovo liberation. The 9/11 attacks in
the United States in 2001 changed politics and policies between many European countries and
the Near East as well as influenced immigration and refugee policies. In 2002 Germany no
longer used the Mark as their currency, instead converting to the Euro. In 2005 Angela Merkel of
the CDU was elected Chancellor of Germany, a position she holds to this day in 2021 when she
is serving her fourth term. In 2009, the time of Morad's narrative, elections in Germany resulted
in the CDU-CSU coalition gaining more seats in parliament, while the SPD lost seats. During the
2010 European economic crisis, Germany further solidified its status as a European economic
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power. In 2015 Europe experienced the "Refugee Crisis,"84 during which Germany implemented
the unprecedented policy of open doors, welcoming around 1.5 million refugees into the country.
Bazyar's novel was published in 2016. In the elections of 2017, the right-wing party AfD, with a
reputation for being against immigration, gained seats in parliament for the first time.
2.2.4 The Structure of Nachts ist es leise in Teheran
Formally, the novel is divided into four main sections and an epilogue, each section told
from the first-person perspective of one member of the Hedayat family. Each section also
represents a different decade in the family's lives. The first section is told from the perspective of
the father, Behsad, in Iran in 1979. Then Nahid, the mother, narrates from 1989 in Germany. The
following section is told from the oldest daughter Laleh's viewpoint, as a high school student in
Germany and on a visit back to Iran in 1999. Finally, Morad's perspective of life as a college
student in Germany in 2009 often reflects on the demonstrations in Iran at that time. Then, the
brief Epilogue gives us the viewpoint of the youngest daughter, Tara, on vacation in Sweden
during an unspecified year. Each of the four primary family members who fled Iran, two as
adults and two as children, narrate a portion of the novel, a tactic that would imply equal worth
to each narrative regardless of gender or age.
Because of the first-person perspective, the impressions and uncertainties the fictional
characters experience come across as personal, genuine accounts from migrants and refugees
themselves. The span of decades across the narratives shows how issues facing immigrants and
refugees can persist, evolve or diverge for each person and generation. Eigler examines the art of
(re)telling these generational stories: "Viele der neueren Generationenromane sind durch zwei
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gegenläufige Tendenzen geprägt: In den Blick kommen zum einen die Brüche, Widersprüche
und Diskontinuitäten familiärer Genealogien," and "Zum anderen sind diese Generationenromane von dem Bestreben geprägt, durch den Schreib- und Erinnerungsprozess, neue
Verbindungen und Zusammenhänge, und in diesem Sinne Kontinuitäten herzustellen" (26).
Eigler claims that these fractures, contradictions and discontinuities stem from Germany's history
in the twentieth century,85 but I would like to expand her claim that these fractures rather come
from trauma experienced by one generation and passed on to the next. This phenomenon as
depicted through contemporary German literature is not German alone, but rather a way of
grappling with any number of traumas in the twentieth century. Bazyar employs the generational
novel as a means of telling an Iranian family's experience with "Brüche, Widersprüche und
Diskontinuitäten" as a means of producing new connections and continuities.
Because the novel is told from four different perspectives, the very structure of the text
underscores the way political totalitarianism and flight make their mark on individual refugees.
The experience of refugees from numerous countries bears similarities yet still varies even
within one family that has experienced the same flight. Cathy Caruth's seminal work on trauma
and literature in 1996 explicates how trauma manifests in the individual's unconscious repetition
of actions or words. In this concept of repetition, trauma theory is often connected to memory
studies and the (in)ability to remember a traumatic event, thus requiring a constant regurgitating
of piecemeal memories. Later trauma studies research by Belau and Ramadanovic in 2002 adds
that "any attempt to approach the question of trauma discursively will necessarily intersect the
fragility of the question of traumatic memory, effectively revealing the resistance that traumatic
contexts offer to objectification or interpretation" (Belau and Ramadanovic xix). Narrative
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functions as a medium for attempting to interpret traumatic contexts and events that resist
interpretation.
Aspects of Caruth's principles of trauma and literature include the latency of trauma's
outworking as well as the act of witnessing another person's trauma: "[W]e can also read the
address of the voice here, not as the story of the individual in relation to the events of his own
past, but as the story of the way in which one's own trauma is tied up with the trauma of another,
the way in which trauma may lead, therefore, to the encounter with another, through the very
possibility and surprise of listening to another's wound" (Unclaimed Experience 8). Caruth
emphasizes how one's trauma can be tied to another person's trauma, a principle that applies for
the child refugee figure, Laleh, who is grappling with her flight as a four-year-old child survivor
and the traumatic circumstances experienced by her parents.
2.3 NAHID (1989) AND LALEH (1999), MOTHER AND DAUGHTER: THE PRIVATE
LIFE NARRATIVES OF NACHTS IST ES LEISE IN TEHERAN
Although third chronologically in the book, Laleh's section (1999) pairs well with Nahid's
narrative (1989) in that both women primarily recount events pertaining to the private sphere and
to the familial realm. Nahid relays intricate ways in which home life is disrupted and encroached
upon. Laleh's story embodies the performative aspects of being a child survivor living under the
shadow of trauma experienced by her parents and under the pressure of being caught between
two cultures and languages. In Marianne Hirsch's The Mother/Daughter Plot (1989), Hirsch
demonstrates that the majority of mother-daughter narratives have been written from the
daughter's point of view and she argues that the mothers must have a voice in the discourse in
order to "yield a multiple female consciousness" (161). The women's narratives offer deeper
insight into daily life for Iranians, particularly for women and girls, in Germany.
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As one of the minority in Germany, Nahid voices her longing for home and the
incongruity between Iranian and German cultures as well as her frequent memories of meals and
people left behind. Nahid's narrative focalizes home and family, both the lost ones and the ones
in Germany. In his essay titled "The World and the Home," Bhabha argues that the space of the
home suffers the greatest effects of displacement: "The recesses of the domestic space become
sites for history’s most intricate invasions. In that displacement, the borders between home and
world become confused; and, uncannily, the private and public become part of each other,
forcing upon us a vision that is as divided as it is disorienting" (World 141). Nahid frequently
narrates the apartments and homes of family members and friends in both countries. In contrast
to these types of homes, there is the home to which refugees and migrants are relegated upon
arrival in Germany: "Hier steckt man Menschen wie Behsad und mich in Heime, in denen man
weder arbeiten noch lernen noch sonst was tun darf" (Bazyar 81). The refugee home, and, more
broadly, Germany, is a workless, educationless and actionless place. Cumulatively, this space
effects voicelessness for the refugee figure. Nahid originated from a country where women
maintain and move within the home. Once arrived in Germany, Nahid is in a uniquely vulnerable
position, more so than Behsad, due to her intricately invaded sphere.
Germany, with its stark contrasts to Iran, has invaded Nahid's home life economically and
linguistically, intensifying her longing for home. Complex layers within social classes contribute
to the difficulty a displaced person experiences in attempts at assimilation. In her scholarship on
immigration, Dohra Ahmad frames "a further linked set of factors related to social class: namely,
income, occupation, education, language, region of origin (country or city), and immigration
status (authorized or undocumented, with much gray space in between)" (Ahmad xxi). As Nahid
operates within her new domestic sphere, she is struck by the economic cultural differences
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between the two countries. In Iran Nahid could recognize which social class everyone came
from; however, here in Germany everyone belongs "zu einer einzigen großen Schicht" and
"eigentlich ähneln sich alle Gruppen hier sehr, in ihrer Kleidung, in ihren Gewohnheiten"
(Bazyar 70-71). Whether her observations are intended to be critical or merely stating a fact,
Nahid participates in maintaining differences between Iran and Germany. It is not just Germany
that views incoming Iranians as different, but also Iranians that view themselves and their
homeland as fundamentally different. Economic status is particularly concerning for Behsad and
Nahid because in Iran they were part of a communist revolutionary party, an ideology heavily
concerned with economic inequalities. Now they find themselves in a country where they cannot
discern who among the Germans wields the money and power. In terms of clothing and
mannerisms, Germany's social hierarchy is indistinguishable by the Hedayats. Ule Linke's article
on language86 explicates an underlying cause of this uniformity in externals: "Europeanness is
both confirmed by appearance and corroborated by performance. Practices of 'cultural
citizenship' or 'social processes of whitening',87 . . . are monitored by public officials to ascertain
whether a person's 'embodiment of culturally correct citizenship and privilege' has been
successful" (48). This level of uniformity would be particularly difficult for incoming nonWestern refugees and migrants to attain, because a homogenous society (insiders) leaves no
room for misunderstandings of who the outsiders are. Though she does not explicitly state it,
Nahid might have been concerned with her own ability to conform to a society in which it seems
there is only one way to coexist. This uniformity renders the non-conforming as voiceless. Linke
continues, "Europeanization of Muslim minorities not only prohibits the public assertion of
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ethnic difference but also demands a refashioning of a gender-specific demeanor (Linke 2014).
The forcible unveiling of the Muslim woman's body . . . , as in France or Germany, suggests that
integration or assimilation requires compliance with the representational capitalist consumer
culture"88 (48). Linke's terms "forcible" and "compliance" imply another form of violence89
against the refugee figure by requiring outward conformity. Etienne Balibar's and Immanuel
Wallerstein's Race, Nation, Class from 1988 delineates that language and race are the markers of
national belonging.90 Even if the Hedayat family were to conform in their clothing choices, their
ethnicity, which could be noted in their hair, skin or eye color, would still mark them as nonnationals, or outsiders, of Germany.
In addition to outward markers, the Hedayats' German language ability, including either a
detectable accent or the lack thereof when speaking, would also indicate their non-Germanness.
Nahid's narrative is more concerned with language, both written and spoken, than the other
narratives of the novel. This difference between themes could be explained away by the fact that
her narrative year, 1989, is more closely associated with their flight from Iran and arrival in
Germany. Therefore the family members would be generally concerned with learning the new
language. Additionally, since Nahid is responsible for arranging and supporting her children in
their schooling, her concern for learning German is intensified by this duty. However, these
practical matters are less significant in comparison to Nahid's greater concern. Nahid feels that
her identity as a mother is threatened by her inability to help Laleh with homework due to her
ineptitude with the language: "dabei kann ich nicht einmal Laleh bei den Hausaufgaben helfen,
ohne zu befürchten, ihr Fehler beizubringen, obwohl sie doch haben sollte, was alle anderen
88
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Kinder hier auch haben: eine Mutter, die neben ihr sitzt und ihr alles erklären kann, die mit ihr
durch die Seiten blättert, vielleicht schon vorblättert, welche Buchstaben als Nächstes
drankommen" (Bazyar 109). Nahid feels keenly that the German language renders her an
inadequate mother. Her own ease with Persian and pride in her national language and literature
only serve to frustrate her efforts at mastering the nuances of the German language. Her children
deserved a linguistically competent mother, "[n]icht eine Mutter, der man den unterschiedlichen
Klang von Ö und O vorsprechen muss, wieder und wieder. Nicht eine Mutter, die während der
Hausaufgaben manchmal mit dem Gedanken spielt, statt der stupiden Ös und Os das viel
melodischere persische Alphabet aufzusagen" (109). In reaction to her perceived inadequacies as
a mother Nahid, draws the conclusion that Persian is a superior language to German. Her
linguistic and literary identity have been invaded as a result of displacement.
When Ulla, Nahid's German friend, talks to Nahid about the novel Not Without My
Daughter by Betty Mahmoody (1987), Nahid reflects on marriages she had observed in Iran and
reflects on her own marriage with Behsad, which is nothing like the Mahmoody marriage in
which "der Mann hat die Frau geschlagen und erpresst und eingesperrt" (Bazyar 73). This
autobiographical novel details the story of American citizens Betty Mahmoody and her daughter
Mahtob's escape from Iran in the 1980s. Betty's husband, Iranian citizen Dr. Sayyed "Moody"
Bozorg Mahmoody, who had always been kind and easy-going in America, takes his wife and
daughter to Iran for a two-week trip during which he changes. Once they arrive, he takes his
wife's U.S. passport and essentially holds them both captive for eighteen months. Betty endures
emotional and physical abuse at the hands of her husband and is mistreated by his family. The
book was a New York Times Bestseller and was widely read and translated. The book also
received criticism for its negative portrayal of Muslim Iranians. In context, its publication
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occurred in the 1980s, shortly after the Shah had been deposed in Iran and Ayatollah Khomeini
worked to reinstate fundamental Islamic rule and erase western influences. Nahid's German
friend Ulla is reading this American book in German, and, like most Western readers, believes it
to be true and seeks corroboration from Nahid. This book is one example of the way in which a
novel can enter the dominant discourse and sway public opinion regarding the book's subject
matter. Bazyar's novel functions in opposition to Mahmoody's negative portrayal of Iranian men.
Whereas Mahmoody's text further ingrained the stereotype of the Middle-Eastern man who
mistreats women, Bazyar's text rewrites the negative narrative through Behsad and Morad.
From Behsad's section, the reader learns that Nahid had studied literature, a choice that
would insinuate some interest in and love for words, at the university in Tehran. In her own
narrative, Nahid frequently refers to poets and authors with whose work she is acquainted or
familiar. Persian poetry by Hafez and Rumi hung on the walls of their home in Iran (Bazyar 87).
Hafez was a fourteenth-century Persian poet who is still considered the most influential Persian
author. Rumi was a thirteenth-century Persian poet known for his great spiritual poetry. In
Germany Nahid compares the German poems of Goethe, Schiller and Lessing, whom she had
first read in translation in Persian, to her own Persian poets: "Liebesgedichte von Goethe und
Lessing und Schiller, die ich in der persischen Übersetzung kenne, und als ich die Gedichte auf
Deutsch zu lesen versucht habe, kamen sie mir plötzlich verstaubt vor, genau so, wie ich mir das
Lieben hier vorstelle, versteckt und verstaubt und kalt" (Bazyar 110). Her critique of canonical
German writers extends to German society as a whole in that they are not warm and openly
emotional. She also cites her Persian poets as superior: "Nie würden sie ein Gedicht von Hafis
drucken, nie würden sie das verstehen, auch, wenn man es übersetzen würde, es strahlt alles
darin, vor Liebe zum anderen und vor Liebe zu den Worten, es strahlt zu dem Lesenden, und es
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strahlt aus der Schrift hinaus" (Bazyar 110). Her conclusion that Germans would not understand
Hafez is complicated by the fact that Goethe actually read Hafez in translation and then wrote his
West-östlicher Divan (1819), a collection of poems to celebrate the interrelationship between
East and West and to introduce European readers to the Orient. This connection remains
unacknowledged by Nahid. According to Nahid, Persian love poetry is linguistically superior
because the love flows from the very words themselves. Moreover, German poetry reads better
in the Persian language rather than in German because Nahid believes Persian to be the more
beautiful language. Nahid's semantic discrimination functions as resistance against the linguistic
confines of her host country. Linke's article on language politics demarcates increasing national
identity politics as "language politics, a terrain marked by fears of linguistic estrangement and a
public preoccupation with preserving an authentic national interior"91 (42). If Germany is
"configured as a speech community of ethnic Germans,"92 then the Hedayat family, and other
non-ethnic refugees, will forever be silenced even within the country's borders (Linke 42).
In addition to enduring economic and linguistic invasions, Nahid's longing for home and
dreams of returning intensify. Brenda Yeoh examines the tension between migrant women's
origin and destination homes in her article, “Transnational Mobilities and Challenges.” She
describes the migrant woman's adaptation to the host country as one where they “continue to
shoulder the ‘pains and gains’ of simultaneous embeddedness in ‘home’ and ‘host’ countries, and
the need for constant mobility in linking the two in order to sustain the family” (Yeoh 65). Yeoh
posits that migration embodies distinct problems based on gender and that the home is a space of
exile for women. When speaking with her German friend Ulla, Nahid is unable to plan for a
future in Germany. She will not study German literature at the university because what could she
91
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do with that degree once she has returned to Tehran? (Bazyar 120). Her narrative is riddled with
memories of meals with friends and families. Even the little Paykan93 car that took them to the
beach and carried pamphlets in the trunk exists in her memory as a type of lost "Zuhause"
(Bazyar 115-116). Nguyen describes the many losses experienced by refugees: "To become a
refugee is to know, inevitably, that the past is not only marked by the passage of time, but by
loss---the loss of loved ones, of countries, of identities, of selves (22). Nahid has experienced
great loss by leaving Iran for Germany and with the uncertainty of returning, there is essentially
no closure or end to her grieving process. Indeed her grief is reawakened by the arrival of
packages fragrant with spices, dried fruits and teas from her mother and mother-in-law in Tehran
(111). She is transported back to homeland and family "wenn ein Duft aus der Kiste kommt, der
nach allem riecht, was es gibt, nach Eyde Nowrus94 und Hochzeitsfeiern, nach Abendessen und
Schulferien, und in einem Briefumschlag der Brief und das Safran, ordentlich in Zeitungspapier
eingewickelt" (111-112). Although the items smell like themselves, they also evoke strong
memories interlaced with those aromas. Scholar Dohra Ahmad discerned that "even when
migrations are physically permanent, homelands still linger on an emotional level" (xxvii). Just
as her ideology of communism in Iran has been disrupted, so is her ideology of home. 1989 as
the year for Nahid's narrative cannot be coincidental. This year in Germany's history was
characterized by the Fall of the Wall in November and Germany's pending reunification the
following year. Nahid's migration from Iran to Germany mirrors this breakdown of East and
West on a national scale and the destabilization that occurs when ideologies interact.
If Nahid embodies conflicting ideologies and the effects of intricately invaded lives and
spaces, Laleh represents the generational experiences of migrants and their children, both those
93
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born in the host country and those raised there. Laleh would signify an assimilation success story
of a migrant child who learned the language, completed her Abitur, became an Architektin, and
bore a blue-eyed child. According to which discourse is she successful? Laleh left Iran under the
guise of a family vacation when she was just four years old and her story bears some similarities
to scholar and Pulitzer Prize-winning author Viet Thanh Nguyen. Nguyen, who is a firstgeneration refugee from Vietnam, came to the United States when he was four years old.
Because he was raised in the United States, "no one would mistake me for being a refugee now"
(Nguyen 11). He pointedly "insist[s] on being called a refugee, since the temptation to pretend
that I am not a refugee is strong, to pass myself off as belonging to a category of migratory
humanity that is less controversial, less demanding, and less threatening than the refugee" (11).
While Laleh is a first-generation refugee, her experience more closely aligns with secondgeneration refugees or with child survivors, a term often used for people who survived the
Holocaust as children, due to her young age at the time of arrival in Germany. In her introduction
to The Penguin Book of Migration Literature, Dohra Ahmad elucidates how the terms "first
generation" and "second generation" are problematic: "Both terms are imperfect, in that both
erase the previous generations in origin countries; both are also overly clean-cut, in that many
migrants travel as children themselves, and thus could make up a 'generation .5' or 'generation
1.5'" (Ahmad xxvi).95 In Susan Rubin Suleiman's Holocaust scholarship, she describes the
generation "1.5" as the child survivors of the Holocaust. They are "too young to have had an
adult understanding of what was happening to them, but old enough to have been there during
the Nazi persecution of Jews" (Suleiman 277). Laleh would be categorized as "generation 1.5" or
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a child survivor of trauma, because she was a four-year-old child when she fled with her parents.
This problem of categorizing terminology particularly pertains to Laleh's case.
Laleh's narrative addresses this state of being caught between two languages, two cultures
and two histories; however, she is also caught between two generations. Scholarship surrounding
migration literature commonly points to the framework of postcolonial literature as well as to the
idea of refugees and migrants living between two worlds. If we think of the colonizer's culture as
one space and the colonized culture as a second space, the space in which cultural encounter and
interaction occurs is the Third Space. Inevitably in this Third Space, one culture will supersede
or dominate the other. In the colonial context, it was almost always the colonizer's culture that
dominated and infiltrated the colony. In his 1994 text, The Location of Culture, Bhabha defines
terminology that is helpful for cultural encounters, particularly in colonial and postcolonial
settings. When the colonizing culture encounters the culture of those it intends to colonize, there
is an "attempt to dominate in the name of a cultural supremacy which is itself produced only in
the moment of differentiation" (Location 51). Although Germany and incoming refugees from
Iran are not in a colonizer and colonized relationship, characteristics of this type of relationship
exist in that the Iranian refugees become subject to the dominant Western culture of Germany
once they have crossed that border. Iranian refugees, and other refugees, may keep or express
aspects of their native culture, but by and large, the culture of Germany will dominate
interactions in the Third Space. Bhabha defines the concept of enunciation as an expression of
culture or an utterance that occurs in the Third Space (Location 50-51). Additionally, Bhabha
draws on Bakhtin's writings to emphasize the significance of the historical moment, the time and
place, in which this enunciation occurs (Location 270). Since Fairclough's writings on critical
discourse analysis in the 1990s, the term discourse has come to include not only spoken words
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but also other modes of communication. Therefore, enunciations by both the dominant and
subordinate culture within the Third Space can occur as spoken and written words, gestures and
actions, images and even as physical appearance and clothing. As Bhabha writes, "[i]t is that
Third Space, though unrepresentable in itself, which constitutes the discursive conditions of
enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols of culture have no primordial unity or
fixity; that even the same signs can be appropriated, translated, rehistoricized and read anew"
(Location 55). Bhabha depicts the Third Space as having potential for positive interactions;
however, the refugee figures in Bazyar's novel are "caught between worlds" and do not
necessarily possess the agency to enunciate or to carve out a space for themselves. 96 No member
of the Hedayat family is completely successful in their Third Space interactions, but one is left to
think that Laleh's daughter will have more success because the child will have a German passport
(Bazyar 265).
The opening scene of her narrative reveals Laleh and her classmates in a mock debate, a
performance for school officials, in which each student represents a country and must argue as a
spokesperson for that country. Laleh's narrative takes place in 1999, when she would have been a
teenager of approximately sixteen years. Laleh emphasizes the performative nature of this debate
by pointing out the decorations: "In meiner ganzen Schullaufbahn, in den ganzen letzten zehn
Jahren, hatte ich noch nie Unterricht mit bunten Karten und Edding und Flipchart, und dass wir
so was jetzt haben, liegt nur daran, dass wir hier eine kleine Vorführshow für die Männer vom
Ministerium abliefern, die in der letzten Reihe sitzen" (Bazyar 125). Laleh is assigned to speak
for Iran, "weil alle denken, das wäre Logik" (123). All the students are given notecards with
statements and political positions written on them. Despite being uncomfortable Laleh finds
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herself saying, "Wir akzeptieren die Existenz Israels nicht," because that statement appears on
her card (123). Then with a bit of agency she adds, "Aber wir sind reformorientiert, seit es den
neuen Präsidenten97 gibt," a statement she based on something she had heard her father say
(123). Under Khatami, relations with Israel were expected to improve. Although he did not
recognize Israel as a legitimate state, he did publicly proclaim that Jews are safe in Iran and that
religious minorities were free to practice their religion in Iran (BBC News 1999). His statement
is perhaps the reason why she felt she could verbally defend Iran in front of her classmates and
school board audience.
Laleh finds herself caught between two histories. She is being educated from the
perspective of Western and German history in school, while also being educated from the
perspective of former communist Iranian parents. Whereas she is clearly uncomfortable with
espousing the Iranian position on the notecard, she is also uneasy with defending Iran. This
situation is one of many in which child refugees or children of first-generation refugees are
required to perform. At this point in the narrative, Laleh had not yet returned to Iran for a visit.
Her memories are, "dass Iran aus Küken und blauen Türen, aus Menschen und Gerüchen und
einem Hinterhof mit einem barfüßigen Großvater besteht" (Bazyar 126). With great interest, her
parents listen to the news of Iran perpetually cycling on the television at home. Laleh does not
share the same level of interest as her parents, nor as her brother Morad later evinces; however,
she finds herself repeating political opinions that her parents have stated. When her classmate
David speaks as France, the teacher entreats Laleh to answer as Iran. Laleh's mental response is,
"Opfer. Ich als Opfer. Iran als Opfer," but her verbal reply is, "Wir sind das Opfer Amerikas. . . .
Die Menschen sind die Opfer in dem Land" (125). Her teacher measuredly responds, "Redest du
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jetzt als Laleh oder als die Islamische Republik Iran?" (125). How is Iran the victim of America?
There are several events in the latter twentieth-century in which the United States intervened in
political affairs in Iran. In 1953 the US and Britain engineered a coup to overthrow nationalist
Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadeq in favor of the Shah. Following the Revolution in 1979,
when the Shah was deposed and Iran ceased to be a monarchy, Americans were taken hostage at
the embassy in Tehran with the demand for the release of the Shah in order to face trial. The
Iran-Contra Affair, a secret arms deal, occurred in 1985. The US accidentally shot down an
Iranian plane in 1988. In response to allegations of terrorism sponsorship and to Iran's hostility
toward the peace negotiations between Israel and Palestine, the US imposed trade and oil
sanctions in 1995. Any of these events, or perhaps others, could be seen as grounds for viewing
Iran as a victim of America. Laleh sees herself as an "Opfer," but does not explicitly say of
whom or what she is a victim. Is she a victim of her parents' choice to flee to Germany? Is she a
victim of America's presence in Iran? Is she a victim of her teacher for putting her in this public
position? For Laleh, the lines are blurred between the Iran being taught in school and the Iran
that runs as a constant thread of discourse at home:
[I]ch frage mich, ob jemand gemerkt hat, dass ich wirklich keine Ahnung habe. Dass ich
wirklich im Geschichtsunterricht nur auswendig lerne, was ich vorher mitgeschrieben
habe. Dass ich die Nachrichten wirklich nicht verfolge, obwohl sie zu Hause ständig
laufen. Und dass ich nur weiß, dass ich klein war und wir in Urlaub fahren wollten, aber
dann plötzlich nur noch zu viert waren, hier waren, und mein Bruder richtige Milch statt
Trockenmilch und duftende NIVEA-Creme bekam und meine Mutter uns Kuchen in der

100

Pfanne buk und die Kinder im Heim sich und mich und alle anderen Menschen
Kanaken98 nannten. (Bazyar 126)
Between the competing voices in her head, Laleh ultimately does not care. She ignores the
television and she memorizes dates and facts in order to pass tests. Later portions of her narrative
demonstrate that she is concerned with a budding romantic relationship with David, a German
classmate, and sections of her narrative are filled with nail polish and other beauty affairs, topics
typically in line with adolescence. In the midst of her uncomfortable position as a social and
political outsider, Laleh also endures common experiences of adolescence.
Laleh's performance as a good student springs from the practical reasons that her family
does not have cable television, she does not spend much time with friends outside of school and
she thinks poor grades are an embarrassment. She is not motivated by some innate desire to
achieve good grades or achieve some grand success (171). When she is among her classmates,
she simply does not want to draw their attention for being Iranian or for being singled out for any
reason: "Besonders, wenn man das einzige Mädchen der Klasse ist, bei der im Klassenbuch nicht
römisch-katholisch steht, sondern Mosle, und man deswegen sowieso auffällt" (171). A source of
constant frustration for Laleh is that when the German system required a religion on registration
paperwork, her parents chose "Moslem" despite the fact that they were not practicing Muslims,
and the word stays misspelled on her records for years. Laleh is forcibly hypervisible in
Germany. When she is among family members in Iran, she does not want to stick out for being
too Western. She thinks her relatives treat herself, Nahid and Tara like "die exotischen
Ausländerinnen" (150). Unaccustomed to the ritual of tea service, she finds herself sitting when
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her female cousin is standing and serving (143). She feels clumsy in her attempt to wear a
headscarf and Mantō.99 Even the way in which she crosses the street too slowly signals that she
does not belong. There is no definitive third space for Laleh. Although she attempts to carve out
her space in both cultures, she remains hypervisible. Perhaps Laleh's sentiments could be
described in author Marjane Satrapi's words: "The harder I tried to assimilate, the more I had the
feeling that I was distancing myself from my culture, betraying my parents and my origins, that I
was playing a game by somebody else's rules" (Ahmad 148).100
Other instances of performance include the necessity of translating for her parents or
attempting to adapt to Iranian culture by speaking Persian. The linguistic effects of displacement
differ between mother and daughter because of Laleh's young age at the time of flight. On the
topic of translating for her parents Laleh admits, "Das ist nichts Besonderes, das müssen viele
Kinder," because the situation is common for children of migrants (Bazyar 170). Despite the
commonality, Laleh resents her parents, specifically her mother who thinks, "dass sie es nicht
kann, dass sie zu viele sprachliche Fehler macht," for being required to translate for them over
the phone, on insurance forms and in parent-teacher conferences (137-38). The return visit to
Iran when Laleh is sixteen years old serves as a glimpse into who her mother is and what Nahid
had been experiencing in Germany. Although she spoke Persian until she was four years, Laleh
struggles with the language upon returning to Iran some twelve years later. She dislikes being
asked questions by relatives and attempting to respond in Persian. She answers the telephone
with trepidation, not wanting to speak the now foreign language (153-54). When she does
communicate in Persian, she talks quietly and self-consciously while trying not to speak with an
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accent (164). In an ironic turn of events Nahid must translate, when Laleh "mal wieder die Dinge
nicht direkt versteh[t]" (166).
Laleh's perspective of her mother and her performance as a daughter change during the
three-week visit to Iran. Initially, Laleh makes a point of resenting the trip and the restrictions
imposed on her. She was required to take passport photos with a Kopftuch, she must wear a
Mantō and she cannot bring Western magazines. Even as she's entering her grandmother's house
in Iran, it is an entry, "das gar kein selbst gewähltes war, obwohl die eigenen Füße auf dem
Boden gingen, den lila Nagellack habe ich vor dem Abflug noch weggemacht" (138).
Resentfully, Laleh narrates of Iran, "Eigentlich sind die Regeln ja auch ganz einfach. Die
Sachen, die Spaß machen, sind verboten" (131). Once they have arrived in Tehran, Laleh notices
how her mother comes alive: "Mamas Wangen glühen. Nicht wie krank oder aufgeregt, sondern
wie verlegen, wie plötzlich gesund geworden, wie frisch verliebt. Mama redet und gestikuliert,
und ihre Augen sind so offen und wach, dass ich zum ersten Mal richtige Ähnlichkeiten
zwischen ihr und Tara erkenne" (142). Laleh notes the change in her own behavior: "Dass ich
manchmal wütend auf Mama bin, oder überhaupt manchmal wütend auf Menschen sein kann,
das würde mir hier niemand glauben. Ich bin ein Engel, seit das Flugzeug gelandet ist. Ein Engel,
der auf dem Teppich sitzt, der sich Pistazien und Trauben und Feigen in den Mund legen lässt"
(143). It is worth considering two possible reasons for these changes in mother and daughter.
The changes brought about could be attributed to the country and culture of Iran, or they could
be ascribed to the surrounding presence of family. Family, as seen in Behsad's part of the
narrative, forms a community. When Nahid and her children return to Tehran, it is the family
unit with their embraces and kisses that effect a change in mother and daughter. Refugee
narratives are often filled with ideals of home and homeland, but Bazyar's novel unlocks the
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importance of a family community to the refugee figure's wellbeing. Laleh's sometimes selfish
and sometimes intuitive observations vacillate in depth and superficiality. However, this same
teenage daughter who criticizes her mother's insecurities in the German language, also translates
and gives her parents a voice, both so they can understand and be understood in Germany.
From her position between first- and second-generation migrant, Laleh gives voice to the
refugee figure, but not without relying on her mother's perspective. In the Nahid (1989) and
Laleh (1999) sections of the novel, we see Hirsch's mother-daughter narrative at work. Nahid's
absence from the narrative would have caused a rupture in both Laleh's personal and family
narrative and in her sense of self. Through Nahid, Laleh has access to the past and to Iran both
figuratively and literally. Because Behsad exists on a list of state enemies, he cannot return to
Iran. Therefore, Nahid is the one who can take her children back to Iran to visit family members
there. Laleh's immersion in Iranian culture involves the private world of language, food, tea
service and beauty rituals, all of which are related to the female sphere. Laleh experiences the
trauma of flight and living as a refugee and as a secondary citizen in Germany through her
mother. She sees the trauma and strain of their flight physically lifting from her mother's face
when they are in Iran. As a child survivor of trauma, Laleh serves as a conduit for her mother to
access Germany via the language; however, Nahid also serves as a conduit for her daughter to
access Iran via language and family history. By focusing on the female experience, this motherdaughter narrative paints an alternative picture of refugee suffering by revealing the familial and
private effects.
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2.4 BEHSAD (1979) AND MORAD (2009), FATHER AND SON: THE PUBLIC LIFE
NARRATIVES OF NACHTS IST ES LEISE IN TEHERAN
Behsad Hedayat is the father of the family and his story initiates the family narrative in
the year 1979 when Behsad is a young activist in Tehran and encounters Nahid, his future wife,
for the first time. He is a young communist revolutionary, one of many seeking to overthrow the
Shah.101 In Iran's history, the year 1979 was pivotal because the Revolution changed Iranian
politics from a monarchy, the longstanding Persian Empire, to a democracy. A significant aspect
of this revolution was that both political and religious groups united in their mission to
overthrow the Shah. Islamic leaders disliked the Shah's westernization of Iran. Students and
intellectuals opposed his oppression via the secret police, and those from lower and middle
classes thought that only the ruling elite benefited from his policies. Behsad experiences a
newfound freedom in more publicly joining his communist comrades and their revolutionary
efforts after the Shah has been deposed. Even though he has met with his comrades numerous
times before, he likens this time to an arrival to manhood:
Teil der Menge, Teil der tosenden, grölenden Menge, Teil der Bewegung, Teil des
Kampfes, und wir schleuderten unsere Fäuste gen Himmel. Wie als Belohnung für all die
Male davor, wie ein Sprint, den man zum hundertsten Mal rennt, und plötzlich bricht man
den Rekord, wie zum hundertsten Mal den gleichen Mann beim Koshti niederzureißen,
aber diesmal har er es einem nicht absichtlich leich gemacht weil er dein Vater oder dein
Onkel ist, sondern du hast gewonnen, weil du endlich alt genug und stark genug
geworden bist, um ein richtiger Ringkämpfer zu sein. (21)
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His narration is not only marked by the communal spirit of the revolutionaries gathered in the
streets, at the university or in meetings, but also by the communal spirit among the women in his
family. Even though Behsad is a young man, he emphasizes that he prefers to sit in the kitchen
and listen to the women talking while they work. His cousins, aunts, sisters and mother are all
there. He understood quickly as a child, "dass es bei den Frauen interessanter ist," whereas "[b]ei
den Männern ging es entweder um Politik, die längst vergangen war, oder es wurde Karten
gespielt" (14). The women talked about real people and real problems such as arguments and
engagements in the neighborhood, whereas the man's world is politics. He moves between the
communities of comrades and family, which are starkly contrasted by the stillness of home and
the fervor and tumult of a crowd. Behsad's voice ends just before he and Nahid would take flight.
Although he features within the narratives by his wife and children, he is essentially voiceless
once he becomes a refugee and leaves Iran. Behsad represents the failed and voiceless migrant
being. Behsad has not failed as a human being, but his lack of expected migrant resilience and
recreation precludes failure.
The other Hedayat family members describe Behsad's failure to thrive as a migrant within
a space of cultural hybridity in their sections of the narrative. For Nahid, her husband remains the
intelligent and calm man she fell in love with. Nahid perceives how other individuals respond
when Behsad speaks and how they listen "als wären seine Worte etwas, das eine höhere Macht
eigens ihm anvertraut hätte, oder etwas, das er für uns erfunden hätte und für uns durchsetzen
würde" (Bazyar 76). Her personal experience of Behsad contrasts with the way he is described in
Laleh's and Morad's sections of the narrative. In Behsad's narrative, he is active. In Nahid's
narrative. he still speaks. However, for Laleh and Morad, their father Behsad is mostly silent.
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At the mention of the novel, Not Without My Daughter, in Nahid's narrative, an American
opinion of Iranian men is translated and circulates in Western Europe. Although this American
novel is mentioned in Nahid's narrative, it has more bearing on Behsad's integration in Germany.
Nahid mulls over the phrase "wahres Gesicht," which her German friend Ulla uses to describe
Dr. Mahmoody in the novel Not Without My Daughter. The phrase suggests that as an Iranian his
true colors were revealed once he was back within Iran's borders. When Ulla glances at her
husband Walter and Nahid's husband Behsad, the two-faced analogy applies broadly to all men,
not just to Iranian men. Whether or not Ulla is insinuating that Behsad might be like the husband
in the Betty Mahmoody's story, this particular novel's popularity in the 1980s would have put
Iranian men in an unfavorable light by rendering them hypervisible in a negative way. The novel
also appeared at a time when America's opinion of the new Islamic government in Iran was
critical and negative. Therefore, Behsad would have experienced distrust and prejudice against
himself simply for being Iranian. Consequently, this poor opinion of Iranians would have
contributed to Behsad's inability to succeed as a migrant in Germany.
Behsad's own narration reveals the why and how of his later inability to reinscribe
himself. In Iran, he relies on his two communities: family and comrades. Within both
communities, there is a constant sense of preparing the way for the ones following. For example,
his father tells Behsad that he has become too old, and so Behsad must watch out for the
children. Behsad finds this responsibility to be the worst (Bazyar 36). However, his father is
teaching him that he must look after the upcoming generation. Later on, when he is more mature,
Behsad realizes how many children are with their parents in the revolutionary movement. He
reflects, "Wo man Kinder doch schützen sollte, vor so etwas. Sie sollten nicht Teil der
Bewegung sein, sich ihre Zukunft nicht schon erkämpfen müssen" (Bazyar 57). Behsad plans to
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write a letter to Nahid with the optimistic words: "diese Welt, die wir bauen, ist für jene, die uns
folgen" (51). He has developed an instinct to protect the next generation, while also fighting and
struggling to establish his perspective of what a better world could be. In addition to preparing a
better world for the family unit, Behsad also fights alongside his comrades, his other community.
Young Behsad's strong sense of community within his family and among his comrades is
intensified by threats from community invaders. Numerous instances in this 1979 portion of the
novel refer to Americans or English as invaders. Traditionally, colonizing was seen as white
Europeans seeking to expand their domain and physically arriving in non-European territory in
order to take over the land and resources, while simultaneously destroying the culture and
replacing the language of the indigenous peoples. Postcolonialism, as a field of study, looks at
the aftereffects of colonization both in the lands that were colonized and in the ripple effect
throughout the modern-day world. Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak and Homi Bhabha, key figures
of postcolonial studies, offer foundational insights into postcolonial criticism of the colonizer.
Edward Said's concept of "orientalism" follows Foucault's theories on discourse as the agent of
society's creation. Orientalism is the West's discursive attempt to establish the East as irrational,
lazy and inferior. Spivak asked the pivotal question, 'Can the Subaltern Speak?' in 1998, which
implies a lack of ability for some groups of people to even enter dominant discourses. As a result
of patriarchy and colonization, the subaltern, a term used to describe both women and minorities,
is mainly absent, silent or unheard, and therefore marginalized. Imperialism, nationalism and
Eurocentrism are at fault for this marginalization. One of Bhabha's contributions is the term
'hybridity' for a space in which colonizer and colonized interactions can occur, and in which the
colonized can enact agency or even outwardly mimic the dominant culture in such a manner as to
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subvert it. In order to apply aspects of postcolonial studies to this context in Iran, we ask, how
does the relationship between America and Iran resemble colonization?
In 1953 the United States had interfered in Iran's politics by ousting Iran's nationalist
prime minister, Mohammed Mossadegh, in favor of keeping the Shah. The United States had
maintained a close relationship with the last Shah, largely due to Iran's key geographical position
in the Middle East between the Persian Gulf and the former Soviet Union-controlled lands.
Behsad espouses his communities' mindset that their natural resources, such as oil, should not go
to the Americans in order to line the pockets of a few people in Iran (33). The first
accomplishment of the revolution should be, "erst müssen wir die Amerikanisierung der
Gesellschaft aufhalten und dann den Imperialismus" (Bazyar 33). Their restaurants, their movie
theaters and their city streets should not be invaded by the culture of others. In resistance to
Bhabha's notions of the cultural hybridity that takes place between colonizers and the colonized,
Behsad and his comrades reject both the infiltration of Western culture in Tehran and the Shah's
welcoming of infiltration by Western culture. This resistance to an outside, colonizing force from
the West contrasts later resistance to incoming refugees within Western countries. Behsad loses
his communities once he is in Germany. He keeps his nuclear family intact, but he is no longer
surrounded by extended family and comrades. This lack of community contributes to his
invisibility and growing voicelessness.
The Hedayat family experiences otherness in different ways. On a visit to Iran, Laleh
herself views Iran as a kind of other and Germany as better: "eigentlich führt ihr hier gar nicht
das richtige Leben, das richtige Leben ist in Deutschland. Da kann man die Entscheidungen über
das eigene Leben selbst treffen, da kann man Sachen, die nicht gut laufen vielleicht auch
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verändern, und wenn man dabei mal die Regeln bricht, dann nennt man das Individualismus"
(Bazyar 167). Viet Thanh Nguyen102 describes the classification of other:
The other exists in contradiction, or perhaps in paradox, being either invisible or
hypervisible, but rarely just visible. Most of the time we do not see the other or see right
through them, whoever the other may be to us, since each of us---even if we are seen as
others by some---have our own others. When we do see the other, the other is not truly
human to us, by very definition of being an other, but is instead a stereotype, a joke, or a
horror. (Nguyen 15)
Although Nguyen writes about the way western societies have made incoming refugees an other,
his definition points out that all people have this tendency to see an individual person or a whole
people group as some kind of other and as different from themselves. This status of being an
other to someone else means that the individual is not receiving equal recognition, which should
be afforded to him by his inherent human dignity (Taylor 27). Instead, this otherness influences a
person's visibility. Being Iranian in Germany would make the Hedayat family at times invisible
and at times hypervisible. Nguyen frames the western tendency to render refugees invisible as
problematic: "We who do the ignoring and forgetting oftentimes do not perceive it to be
violence, because we do not know we do it. But sometimes we deliberately ignore and forget
others. When we do, we are surely aware we are inflicting violence, whether that is on the
schoolyard as children or at the level of the nation" (Nguyen 15). Nguyen draws a line between
intentional and unintentional ignoring, classifying both as forms of violence against refugees, but
insinuating that intentional ignoring is worse than unintentional. When German home
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improvement store employees do not take Behsad seriously "nur weil er Grammatikfehler
macht," it is a form of violence against him (Bazyar 168). When his daughter Laleh notes that
Behsad is talked about "als wäre er gar nicht mehr lebendig" (173), she uncovers the violence
done against him. Morad describes conversations about his father in which participants "ständig .
. . von jeder Kleinigkeit an ihm sprechen würden. Wie von einem Märtyrer" (202). Though
invisible in Germany Behsad is simultaneously hypervisible to those who care about him in Iran,
where he is like "[e]in Held, der gekämpft hat, für alle, und der schuldlos schuldig wurde"
(Bazyar 202). Nahid's narrative underscores this heroic perspective of Behsad. For Nahid,
Behsad possesses a strong voice and a superior mind. She knows him as "der die klügsten
Gedanken der Welt spinnt, die alles erfunden haben, was die Welt retten könnte, die eines Tages
auch die Welt retten werden, eines Tages, sicher" (Bazyar 101). Here Behsad is attributed the
qualities of a savior, and she pins all her own hopes on his ability to redeem them in the future.
The tones of Nahid's narrative credit Behsad with the voice and thoughts of a prophet.
Behsad is an example of a refugee who has become violently mistreated in that he fades
from significance to Germany and to his children. Although he still speaks in Nahid's narrative,
he is almost voiceless in Laleh's and Morad's narratives, where he is relegated to a topic of
conversation rather than being the one who dialogs. The act of rendering the refugee invisible is
apparent not only in the way he is talked about or dismissed but also in the very structure of the
novel, in which his voice is silenced in the subsequent chapters. In Laleh's narrative she
describes her own relief when she spends time away from her father: "Trotzdem bin ich ganz
froh, dass er nicht mitfliegt und ich wenigstens ein paar Wochen ohne sein Generve verbringen
kann" (Bazyar 127). She sees their two-week trip to Iran as a welcome break from her father's
issues. Her impression of her father centers on his work as an electrician, his coming home tired
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from work and his feet on the coffee table while he watches TV (Bazyar 136). When Laleh,
Nahid, Morad and Tara are in Iran for two weeks, Laleh encounters a new perspective of her
father, who is unable to come with them due to his name being on political lists for his prior
activism. She is entreated, "Erzähl mir was von deinem Vater," and she is perplexed by the
comment, "Er muss ein sehr mutiger Mensch sein, oder?" (Bazyar 168). For the family and
friends who remained in Iran, Behsad has become legendary. This view of her father conflicts
with Laleh's personal experiences. This supposed "mutiger Mensch" is the same man who
struggles to make himself understood in the German language and who is not taken seriously by
Germans (Bazyar 168). Because she cannot reconcile these two aspects of her father or because
she does not want to deflate his admirers, she chooses to render him invisible: "[Ich] habe nicht
erzählt" (Bazyar 168). In this instance, Behsad's own daughter is contributing to his invisibility.
Nguyen explains this phenomenon:
When I say we, I mean even those who were once refugees. There are some former
refugees who are comfortable in their invisibility, in the safety of their new citizenship,
who look at today's hypervisible refugees and say, 'No more.' These former refugees
think they were the good refugees, the special refugees, when in all likelihood they were
simply the lucky ones, the refugees whose fates aligned with the politics of the host
country. (Nguyen 16)
Nguyen criticizes refugees and former refugees for their own prejudices against new or other
refugees. The categorization of the terms "good" and "special" relays an implicit scoring and
stresses a type of hierarchy even among refugees themselves. Nguyen's argument directly
contrasts Bhabha's claim that "the interstitial passage [liminality] between fixed identifications
opens up the possibility of a cultural hybridity that entertains difference without an assumed or
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imposed hierarchy" (Location, 5). Taking Nguyen's definition further, I argue there is also
generational ignoring occurring, as demonstrated in Nachts ist es leise in Teheran. Laleh, who
has mostly grown up in Germany and has forgotten the language of her birth, occasionally
renders her parents invisible. She has imbibed enough of German culture to the point where she
is able to see her parents from the perspective of a German.
In addition to those Iranian family members and friends who ask after Behsad with
admiration, there are those who perpetuate his existence simply by speaking about him. Laleh
compares these conversations about her father to the parent-teacher conferences that she attended
with her parents in order to translate for them. When Laleh answers questions about her father or
volunteers information about him (knowing that her audience wants to hear it), she feels "Als
müssten wir dafür sorgen, dass bei diesen Terminen immer über Papa geredet wird, manchmal
ein wenig so, als wäre er gar nicht lebendig, sondern als hätte er vor vielen Hundert Jahren gelebt
und als hielte man ihn lebendig, indem man seinen Namen wieder und wieder ausspricht"
(Bazyar 173). In contrast to the moments when she is silent about Behsad, there are these
moments when his name is mentioned and he is kept alive simply by speaking about him. As the
narratives of the novel continue through Nahid's, Laleh's and Morad's perspectives, Behsad
becomes voiceless, but he fluctuates between visibility and invisibility through his existence as a
topic of discourse. If Behsad is representative of the Iranian refugee experience in Germany, he
does not occupy a place of cultural hybridity in the Bhabha sense but rather vacillates in terms of
visibility.
Morad's section of the narrative is the least occupied with family. Now a 23-year-old
college student with a geography major, he would have been even younger than Laleh's four
years when the Hedayats fled Iran. Although his memories of Tehran are almost nonexistent, his
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Persian language ability still remains intact. Whereas Laleh has carved out a space for herself
since 1999, Morad is still displaced in 2009. He spends his time drinking and attending peaceful
protests, such as the demonstration against university student fees. Germany saw many protests
and sit-ins regarding newly implemented student fees for tuition that ranged between 100 and
800 Euros per semester. The fees were part of the larger Bologna reform being conducted
throughout Europe to coordinate national university degree programs. Morad's demonstration
consists of sit-ins and music playing, a stark contrast to the protests simultaneously occurring in
Iran.
The Iranian Green Movement103 supported the Persian identity of Iranians and was led by
political leader Mir Hossein Mousavi. The protests of June 2009 began in response to the
election results between Mousavi and sitting president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, an ultraconservative, which were strongly believed to have been fraudulently counted in favor of
Ahmadinejad. Prior to Ahmadinejad and Mousavi, Khatami, whom Laleh had described as
"reformorientiert" in her 1999 section of the novel, was originally elected in 1997 and had been
reelected in 2001, a year after the Iranian parliament had been changed from a conservative
majority to a liberal majority. In parliament elections of 2004, conservatives regained control. In
the presidential election of 2005, Ahmadinejad, the ultra-conservative mayor of Tehran, was
elected. Ahmadinejad was reelected in 2009, when Morad's narrative is taking place; however,
his win was alleged to have been the result of vote-rigging or fraudulence. Every wave of
elections in Iran was met with student protests by those of the opposing party. Although these
protests in Germany and in Iran occur simultaneously, the level of violence enacted on the
protestors contrasted greatly, the Iranian protestors being subjected to bullet sprays and police
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baton usage. Morad and his close friends who are of varying ethnic heritages (Tobi, German;
Maryam, Egyptian and German) are keenly aware of this difference.
Although the television and the news both appear in the other family members'
narratives, Morad's narrative more frequently surrounds media viewing and usage. He and his
friends are very interested in YouTube videos of the protest in Iran. Morad continues his father's
habit of watching the news on TV daily. In fact, he habitually turns on the TV whenever he
returns to his apartment (Bazyar 229). Morad sees his television watching as an intimate ritual:
"Dann haben Maryam und ich noch Nachrichten geguckt, fällt mir ein, ich kenne sie doch gar
nicht, und schon mache ich so was Intimes mit ihr" (Bazyar 140). Instead of passing on family
religious values or other types of traditions, Behsad and Nahid have bequeathed a heritage of
religious news viewing in order to see what is happening to Iran and, presumably, to witness the
moment they can return. Morad describes his own impulse:
Sage nicht, dass ich nachts aufwache und den Fernseher einschalte, weil etwas passiert
sein könnte, weil sich plötzlich etwas verändert haben könnte, nachdem ich
dreiundzwanzig Jahre lang meinen Eltern dabei zugeguckt habe, wie sie auf Veränderung
warten. Nachdem sich dreiundzwanzig Jahre lang nichts, rein gar nichts Nennenswertes
verändert hat und wir die Nachrichten trotzdem immer gucken mussten und dabei still
sein mussten. (Bazyar 217)
The fear or hope that circumstances have changed motivates Morad to constantly turn on the
news. Morad echoes Nguyen's thoughts that for the refugee, "human privileges are quite fragile,
that one’s home, family, and nation are one catastrophe away from being destroyed"104 or
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perhaps one revolution away from being rescued. Even adult Laleh calls Mo to ask if he has seen
what is happening with the Green Movement (Bazyar 221). The grown children's preoccupation
with the news of Iran reflects their parents' fixation with their homeland's politics.
How might an obsession with one's country of origin affect their adaptation to their host
country? Although Morad's narrative does not explicitly address issues with integration or
assimilation, these two topics frequently occur in refugee narratives and in the discourses
surrounding the refugee figure. Scholar Friedrich Heckmann provides a helpful framework for
categorizing conceptual responses to "immigration minorities" (Heckmann 75). His research
takes into count the refugee figure's ethnicity and how this factors into their incorporation into
the host country's society. According to his research, immigrant minorities undergo either a
"decreasing" or "continuing" "relevance of ethnicity in the incorporation process" (76).
Decreasing relevance of the refugee figure's ethnicity can result in assimilation, integration or
marginality, whereas continuing relevance of the refugee figure's ethnicity can result in
multiculturalism, reactive ethnicity, ethnic stratification or partial integration105 (Heckmann 76).
The Hedayat children belong to the latter category of continuing ethnic relevancy with perhaps
partial integration results. They have learned the German language and have been educated in
German schools. However, the television and various social media or media outlets enforce the
persistent presence of Iran in their lives. Charles Taylor's work demonstrates that
multiculturalism arises from the need of recognition by the minority (Taylor 25). He reiterates
previous scholarship that one's identity comes from this recognition and can be severely
damaged or altered depending on the type of recognition and misrecognition that occurs (Taylor
25). A stranger in a bar asks Morad, "wo kommst du her? . . . Aus welchem Land?" (237). Morad
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brushes the question off without registering offense, perhaps because he has been asked this
question so frequently (238). However, this type of interaction signals that Morad is not
recognized as German by other Germans. Taylor points to the need for human dignity within a
democracy. Whereas the term "honor" was significant to select citizens within past monarchies,
today's democracies supposedly offer "dignity," or "equal recognition," to all (Taylor 27). If the
refugee figure's ethnicity continues to be relevant (Heckmann) and this relevance leads to
unequal recognition (Taylor), then the refugee figure will always remain in the margins.
Therefore, the Hedayats are only partially integrated because of their ongoing willful contact
with Iran through the television and because of their host country's frequent singling them out
due to their physical ethnic markers. Morad's cousin once told him that democracy must come
from within; it can't be successful if imposed from outside (242). This notion of an ideology
originating from within an individual versus being imposed from the outside also applies to
integration and assimilation in light of these concepts of human dignity and equal recognition.
The desire to integrate must come from within an individual, both the hosting individual and the
incoming individual, in order for integration to occur.
2.5 CONCLUSION
Bhabha argues that contact between cultures results in cultural hybridity (33). This
hybridity is a result of the in-between nature of the migrant and refugee experience, where they
still carry their memories and culture with them into the new culture. Eventually, they keep some
aspects of the former culture, while also adopting some aspects of the new culture. As a result,
these hybrid identities would resist nationalism and could result in globalization or would resist
the host country's dominant culture and result in integration (36). In a theoretically post-
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nationalism world, the refugee literature does not support the notion of cultural hybridity or even
dialogue between cultures.
When examining the effects of discourse by and on individuals, the notion of fluency
rises. Ideally, fluency in a language promises success for the speaker. Fluency in German,
particularly without an accent, should lead the speaker to success within the host country of
Germany. But as Bazyar's novel implies, there must also be a fluency of culture. Stark
differences in appearance, whether in clothing choices, hair color and style, or skin color or
ethnic markers, interrupt fluency in the eyes of a homogenous culture. The homogeneity of
language offers some success but not complete success. It has been noted in other scholarly work
that when an incoming refugee or migrant can speak some of the host country's language, their
perceived threat immediately lessens from the listener's perspective.
Another way to lessen a perceived threat is for the refugee figure to intervene in the
discourses. This, of course, presumes that the refugee figure is even allowed to enter into the
discourses. Nguyen states that if the refugee figure remains voiceless, "they will likely be
unremembered, which is where the work of writers becomes important, especially writers who
are refugees or have been refugees---if such a distinction can be drawn" (Nguyen 17). Bazyar's
work takes on particular significance as the voice of one refugee and as the voice for her parents'
generation of refugees. By writing and publishing in German she makes a private life and private
experience very public, perhaps crossing a border more significant than the national borders
crossed years before as a child. She makes her refugee family hypervisible, but in her own terms
as she intentionally writes to counter a dominant discourse. „Es ist die Sprache der Politik, der
Medien, der Literatur“, commented Bazyar in an interview, „die veröffentlichte Sprache, die
massiv auf uns zurückwirkt: Sie macht uns fähig zu Empathie – oder zu Hass“ (qtd, in Demetry).
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Bazyar is well aware of the profound influence of public discourses on perception and reception
of refugees in Germany. She is also aware of the need for intervention in these discourses.
Bazyar herself has argued that terminology such as "waves" and "streams" of refugees coming
into Germany, are harmful rhetorical phrases through which refugees are likened to threatening
or even deadly forces of water. It is part of my larger argument that narratives forefronting the
refugee figure, such as Nachts ist es leise in Teheran, serve to dispel fears of the "wave" and
instead draw attention to the human and human rights side of the refugee "crisis."
In particular, the novels by Khider and Bazyar offer an especially effective viewpoint
since the authors belong to the group of writers "who are refugees or have been refugees"
(Nguyen 17). Life writing proves to be a productive category for thinking about Bazyar's writing.
The novel begins with political activism and exodus but concludes with the hope that the
dictatorship will soon collapse, and Behsad and Nahid could finally return to Iran. While
historical or current events feature in the novel, they serve more as a context and backdrop to
each character's development and inner thought life rather than as a focal point of the storyline.
Following after a tradition of life writing, Bazyar writes from her own perspectives and from her
family's perspective. Each first-person account relays the social and political conditions as they
observe them rather than in a statistical and factually reported manner. Life writing offers a way
to examine a refugee family's understanding of themselves and their position within their former
and current cultures. In Roger Woods' introduction to German Life Writing in the Twentieth
Century (2010) he cites Laura Marcus' 1994 research in which she "points out that the
concentration of research on narrowly defined autobiographical writing has served to exclude the
forms often adopted by women and those outside mainstream literary culture"106 (3). Life writing
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allows women to write against oppression in both private and public spheres by permitting
women to represent the self, their families and their communities. Life writing also offers women
and minorities that ability to re-present cultural and political events according to their experience
of them. If women and those outside of mainstream literature particularly benefit from this
definition of autobiographical writing, then Bazyar's novel is poised to offer a poignant
understanding on the refugee figure in contemporary German literature and in contemporary
German society. Nachts ist es leise in Teheran reveals the voicelessness of Behsad and Nahid
within Germany, due to their inability to master an accentless German tongue as well as the
constant presence of Iran via television in the center of their home. Voicelessness is imposed on
them through German society, but it is also chosen in their persistent television viewing. For
Laleh, Morad and Tara voicelessness is often imposed on them, but not with the same frequency
as their parents. Arguably this could be due to their successful mastery of the German language
and their immersion in the German education system. Uli Linke explains, "Minorities and
immigrants are rendered white or socially acceptable when they exhibit the performative habitus
of national privilege," such as "language proficiency" and "dress codes" (Linke 48). Laleh most
strongly exhibits the effects of being called on to perform within a habitus as she is caught
between her parents' Iranian heritage and her non-Iranian peers in Germany and again between
her German upbringing and her Iranian peers in Iran.
I echo the words spoken by Mithu Sanyal107 when Bazyar received the Uwe-JohnsonPreis in 2017, that "Es sind deutsche Geschichten, obwohl das Buch im Iran beginnt, obwohl im
Titel Teheran steht und obwohl – nein gerade weil – die Hauptfiguren darin nicht weiß sind."
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Sanyal emphasizes that this story is a German story despite the fact, or actually, because the
main characters are not white Germany-born Germans. This story takes its place not among other
stories of refugee literature, but rather among other stories of contemporary Germany. I see a
main character and an author who have learned to perform a part in whatever space they occupy.
There is no third space but rather a performance of citizenship depending on which national and
social border has just been traversed.
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Zieht man all diese möglichen Grenzen in Betracht, scheint Richard
der Unterschied zwischen dem einen Menschen und dem anderen
dagegen eigentlich lächerlich gering, . . . und gibt es auf dieser Ebene des Universums
vielleicht gar keine Verschiedenheit und keine zwei Hälften, denn immerhin
geht es nur um ein paar Pigmente in dem Material, das von allen Menschen
in der jeweiligen Sprache Haut genannt wird, und dann wäre die Gewalt,
die sich hier gerade zeigt, durchaus nicht der Vorbote eines Sturms im Zentrum eines Universums,
sondern beruhte nur auf einem absurden Missverständnis, das die Menschheit entzweit
und sie davon abhält, sich klarzumachen, um wieviel länger der Atem eines Planeten
im Vergleich zum Atem eines jeden von ihnen ist.
Jenny Erpenbeck, Gehen, ging, gegangen (260-61)

CHAPTER THREE: Sweeping the Stairs in Jenny Erpenbeck's Gehen, ging,
gegangen: The Arbitrariness of German Policy on Asylum and Refugee
Integration
3.1 INTRODUCTION
Jenny Erpenbeck's108 Gehen, ging, gegangen (2015) is a fictionalized account of a naive,
newly retired German professor of classics. He is grappling with his own lack of importance in
the world and takes an interest in the plight of the refugees in Berlin. He sees a group of refugees
on a hunger strike in one of the city's large plazas, a sight that stirs both his curiosity and
sympathy. He seeks these men out, befriends them, teaches them German, listens to their stories
and even advocates for them. Written entirely from Richard's perspective, the novel reveals his
development in understanding the refugees' situation, in facing his own prejudices and in coming
to terms with his own forced retirement. The novel is written chronologically with occasional
flashbacks to Richard's marriage or time as a teacher. At one point Richard likens his family's
own flight in 1945 from Silesia109 into Germany knowing well that this situation is not directly
comparable to the plight of the refugees he encounters.
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Jenny Erpenbeck was born in East Berlin in 1967.
Silesia became part of Poland after WWII. Therefore millions of ethnic Germans were expelled or fled.
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Already an established author in Germany's contemporary canon, Erpenbeck is known
for writing about German history, East and West Germany and for her generational narratives.
Aspects of East and West appear in this novel as well due to the fact that Richard is from the
former East Germany. Erpenbeck herself was born in East Berlin in 1967. Her debut novella,
Geschichte vom alten Kind, has been followed by other short stories, theater pieces and novels.
Prior to Gehen, ging, gegangen, Erpenbeck had been on Spiegel's bestseller list for her novels
many times. The hardcover edition of Heimsuchung placed 42nd in 2008, her first year to appear
on the bestseller list. In August of 2012 her novel, Aller Tage Abend, reached its all-time high of
37th place for hardcover novels. In August of 2015 Gehen, ging, gegangen ranked fifth as a
hardcover novel and then ranked 37th in 2017 as a paperback novel. This novel was also
shortlisted for the German Book Prize in 2015. It won the Thomas Mann Prize, and in 2017
Erpenbeck was honored with the Premio Strega Europeo, a prestigious Italian literary prize given
annually for the best novel in Italian translation that was written by a European author.
Unlike Khider, Bazyar and Fatah, Erpenbeck is an East-German-born author and does not
possess a non-European immigrant background. Therefore, theoretical frameworks of autofiction
or testimony do not apply to this novel. Some scholars have drawn attention to Erpenbeck's
never having been a refugee and therefore to her (in)capability of writing a truly effective
narrative. The discussion begs the question about whether it's required to have firsthand
experience of something in order to write about it. Yet, how many stories have been written
about the Holocaust, where the author is not a survivor? Erpenbeck's literary reputation is helpful
for drawing attention to the issue of German and European bureaucracy related to the "Refugee
Crisis." Is appropriating refugee stories for fiction an inherently dominating discursive act? Yes,
it is. However, from her position as an established German author who already commands an
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audience, Erpenbeck is poised to be a key voice in the literary discourse surrounding the refugee
topic in Germany. Because of her status and nationality, Erpenbeck is more likely to be read than
Khider, Fatah and Bazyar, which gives her considerable influence in the discourse. Instead of
viewing Erpenbeck's role in the discourse as negative or out of place, her novel should be viewed
as an alliance. Theoretical fields such as Critical Race Studies and Feminist Studies have
demonstrated the importance of allies from the majority in order for the voice of the minority to
be heard, or, as the refugees in Gehen, ging, gegangen declare, in order to become visible.
3.1.1 Erpenbeck's Literary Context in Germany in 2015
Erpenbeck's literary context in Germany consists of the continuation of Germany's
Frauenliteratur and Fräuleinwunder. In the 1970s and 1980s, Frauenliteratur was the
"conscious, author-driven attempt to give voice to women's subjective experiences" (Baer and
Hill 6). Women authors belonging to this period include Ingeborg Bachmann, Elfriede Jelinek
and Christa Wolf, among others. In the 1990s and early 2000s, Fräuleinwunder was a term used
by publishers in order to "group and market authors based on gender rather than commonality of
subject matter, theme, or style" (Baer and Hill 6). In Hester Baer and Alexander Merley Hill's
2015 edited volume, German Women's Writing in the Twenty-First Century, the editors assert
that despite the limitation of the label Fräuleinwunder, these women authors have significantly
contributed to "the strongly male categories of the Wenderoman (novel of unification), the
millennial novel, the historical novel, and the familial novel," and they point out the numerous
literary prizes that women authors have been nominated for or have won (6-7). As mentioned
before, Jenny Erpenbeck's Gehen, ging, gegangen was shortlisted for the German Book Prize in
2015. In Baer and Hill's edited volume, the editors sought to collect essays that "illuminate the
variety of structural and stylistic devices, traditions and breaks with tradition, and stories and
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subjectivities that make up the mosaic of contemporary women's writing" (7). Within this
volume, Erpenbeck appears in a chapter examining "the intersections of gender and religion" in
her novel Aller Tage Abend (2012), in which the women's "roles are shaped by their experiences
of religion" (92). Sheridan Marshall, the chapter's author, examines the connections between
Christianity, Judaism and National Socialism, particularly as they concern a bereaved mother
grappling with the death of her baby daughter in 1901 and the role of God (Marshall 80-81).
Marshall finds that the "older women's unquestioning faith in God's divine purpose . . . is set
against the context of the ongoing struggles of the younger generations of women to lead
fulfilling lives" (91). Whereas Erpenbeck's 2012 novel dealt with women and religion against the
backdrop of Germany's history, her 2008 novel, Heimsuchung, employed a summer lake house's
five generations of inhabitants and the lake itself to symbolize the dark secrets of the German
people from the Weimar Republic up through post-reunification. Erpenbeck's choice to write
about Germany's "refugee crisis" in Gehen, ging, gegangen is in keeping with her past choices of
grappling with Germany's other crises and the grim effect they have on individuals' lives.
3.1.2 Erpenbeck's Political Contexts in Germany in 2015
In his great tome titled, The Unsettling of Europe,110 Peter Gatrell explains the
multifaceted causes of migration movements in post-war Europe. Although his focus is more
history than literature, he brings Erpenbeck's novel in as a "notable literary intervention," when
he discusses migration and Germany, thereby signaling the important role that literature has in
the broader public discourse (441). Erpenbeck's novel was published in 2015 when the regulation
Dublin II was in effect in the European Union. On the European Commission's webpage, the
following definition clarifies the purpose of this law: "The Dublin Regulation establishes the
110

Released in August of 2019.
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Member State responsible for the examination of the asylum application. The criteria for
establishing responsibility run, in hierarchical order, from family considerations, to recent
possession of visa or residence permit in a Member State, to whether the applicant has entered
the EU irregularly, or regularly" (ec.europa.eu). Essentially the regulation stipulated that
refugees had the right to apply for asylum only within the country
through which they first entered the European Union. As a result of
this regulation, coastal countries such as Italy and Greece would be
responsible for an overwhelming majority of refugees simply due
to their geographical location on the Mediterranean Sea. One possible avenue around this
regulation would be for a refugee to maneuver past the police or border control and enter a
different country before finally being caught and having their fingerprints registered. However,
the Dublin II functions as a weapon of deferment for many countries in the European Union.
Germany can remove the protesting refugee men from the tent city of Oranienplatz with the
proffered assurance of hearing their cases, all while knowing that they will enforce the Dublin II
regulation and eventually send the men back to Italy. At the end of the novel when the refugee
men receive their letters of decision from the authorities, the result is unilaterally the same. They
must all return to Italy. "Es hat sich herausgestellt, was man auch bei der Räumung des Platzes
im Herbst letztes Jahres schon wusste: dass nur Italien für die Männer, die in Italien
angekommen sind, zuständig ist" (326). Germany is not responsible for the refugee men at
Oranienplatz, on the basis of Dublin II.
At the opening of the novel, the newly retired professor Richard sees the tents at
Oranienplatz. From 2012-2014 the tent city at Oranienplatz in Kreuzberg was the site of both
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information for refugees and tents to house refugees. The website https://oplatz.net/about/111
details how the city plaza went from refugee housing to a place of refugee protest "against the
disfranchisement of refugees by the German state." Gatrell underscores that, "[t]hey set up tent
cities in Berlin in 2015, for example, to protest poor living conditions and restrictions on their
ability to work" (Gatrell 441). The website details the four demands being sought after by the
protesters: "Abolish Residenzpflicht," "Abolish all 'Lagers'" (a reference to the refugee camps),
"Stop all deportations," and "Right to work and study." These four slogans are part of a
continuously scrolling banner at the top of the website's homepage. The protests at Oranienplatz
continued from 2012 until April of 2014 when the refugees were evicted and the tent city was
taken down. A catalyst to this movement was when a young Iranian refugee man, Muhammed
Rahsapar, committed suicide in a refugee camp in Würzburg. In September 2012 many refugees
from camps around Germany set off toward Berlin to protest, inviting refugees from other
isolated camps along the way to join in. According to oplatz.net, the tents at Oranienplatz "were
a symbol to show the society what the problems are, that we reject the isolation and
discriminative laws the German state is trying to impose on us, that we raise our voice and are
resisting. This protest camp has soon become our center of resistance, the place where we made
our political demands visible."112 This notion of becoming "visible" appears in Erpenbeck's
novel. It is the phrase, "We become visible," written in English, that strikes Richard when he
watches a similar protest at Alexanderplatz on television, the irony being that he passed that
exact location earlier and was so absorbed in his own thoughts, he had not seen them there
(Erpenbeck 23).
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This website is maintained by individuals drawing attention to the plight of refugees in Berlin.
https://oplatz.net/about/
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From the "History" section of the website. (https://oplatz.net/about/)
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With European Union legislation and the refugee protests as a political context for the
novel, the other context is that of refugee housing. Richard spends a great deal of his time
traveling to and teaching inside refugee homes. Typical housing for refugees in and around the
major cities in Germany consisted of converting large abandoned buildings, such as former
elementary schools, former nursing homes or former stores, into makeshift dormitories to house
the refugees. Some cities that lacked these types of vacant spaces created housing from large old
shipping containers. Germany established EASY (Erstverteilung der Asylsuchenden)113 to
determine to which cities refugees should be distributed, in order to maintain quotas and
evenness around the country. Initially, asylum-seekers are received into the closest facility on
hand, implying that this "initial" time would be at the moment of apprehension by authorities.
Then allocation is determined in this manner:
Die Zuweisung in eine bestimmte Aufnahmeeinrichtung entscheidet sich danach, in
welcher Außenstelle des Bundesamtes das jeweilige Herkunftsland der Asylsuchenden
bearbeitet wird: Asylsuchende können bis zu sechs Monate lang oder bis zur
Entscheidung ihres Antrags in Aufnahmeeinrichtungen untergebracht werden. Unter
bestimmten Umständen, beispielsweise zur Familienzusammenführung, können sie
innerhalb dieser Zeit aber auch einer anderen Einrichtung zugewiesen werden.114
Allocation is based upon the individual's country of origin with each country's cases being
assigned to a specific branch of the Federal Office. Family reunification can be a determining
113

This system and the quotas are briefly described at "Erstverteilung der Asylsuchenden (EASY)" Bundesamt für
Migration und Flüchtlinge (BAMF). 14 November 2019
https://www.bamf.de/DE/Themen/AsylFluechtlingsschutz/AblaufAsylverfahrens/Erstverteilung/erstverteilungnode.html
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From BAMF's online article describing EASY.
https://www.bamf.de/DE/Themen/AsylFluechtlingsschutz/AblaufAsylverfahrens/Erstverteilung/erstverteilungnode.html
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factor in location changes, or the German quota system can determine where refugees are sent
after the reception facility. In order to determine how many asylum-seekers should be received
by each Federal Land, the distribution quota is calculated annually. The purpose of the quota is
to ensure equitable distribution among the Federal Lands based on population and tax revenue.
In 2019, Baden-Württemberg received 13%, Bavaria received 15.6% and North RhineWestphalia received 21% of refugees. All other Bundesländer received less than 10%, with
eleven receiving 5% or less.
The German system is efficient and practical in terms of dividing the responsibility of
asylum-seekers around the country. One sociology professor in Göttingen performed a brief
study on refugee housing from Germany's perspective and then from the refugee's perspective, in
light of the term "adequate housing."115 He makes a particular observation about an area in
Brandenburg:
In Brandenburg, one of the 16 German regional states, asylum seekers are often sent to
reception centres in small and remote locations, away from any village or nearby town.
The remoteness and derelict appearance of such places (which are usually converted
former DDR-era hotels, schools or government administrative buildings) often insight116
comparisons to prisons or detention centres. Indeed, refugees I interviewed have made
such comparisons often enough. Even those residing in refugee accommodation in Berlin
have faced hurdles such as being expelled together with their children simply for cooking
in their room, or for arriving after 22:00.
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Dr. J. Eduardo Chemin's blog post titled, "Refugee Housing Policy and Its Effects on the Lives of Asylum
Seekers in Germany" published on May 19, 2019, found at https://respondmigration.com/blog-1/refugee-housingpolicy-in-germany.
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The website had the word incorrectly in English as "insight," when it should have been "incite."
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As Chemin points out, the asylum-seeker is not only left with no choice in where or how to live,
but also in remote and derelict locations. The remote location could be due to a lack of large
facilities closer to town and city centers, but it is often perceived to be founded on a deep dislike
of the refugees. Erpenbeck's novel addresses this perception through the voices of the refugee
men that Richard encounters.
3.2 FROM RICHARD'S PERSPECTIVE: THE MEDIATED REFUGEE EXPERIENCE
Unlike Khider, Bazyar and Fatah's novels, Gehen, ging, gegangen is told to us by an
omniscient narrator through the third-person perspective of Richard. The novel opens with
Richard's preoccupation with his retirement, a condition that has been forced on him. As he goes
about his routines and worries that his mind will degenerate in retirement, he is confronted with
the protesting at Alexanderplatz on television. Through Richard, the reader understands the
nature of refugee reception in Germany. There is a mixture of fear and rejection with curiosity
and sympathy. Richard demonstrates the latter perspective on the refugees in Germany. Initially,
he is curious about the refugees at Oranienplatz and just wants to observe them (41). He sits on a
bench and watches the goings-on there. Then his curiosity, and his academic propensity, lead
him to research more about the refugees he observed. Media becomes a source of education for
Richard, who is arguably already a very well-educated man. Richard first becomes aware of the
refugee crisis when he sees news coverage of several black men protesting in front of the town
hall because they wanted to work and they wanted visibility (18, 23). It wasn't until Richard
himself was jobless, that he even had the time to notice the joblessness of others. Both Richard
and the refugee men do not want to be in their state of unemployment. Richard then uses the
Internet and newspapers, two other forms of media, to read up on the current refugee situation
and to inform himself, especially when images of the tents at Oranienplatz where some refugees
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have been permitted temporary housing pique his interest (43). In later instances in the novel,
Richard consults the Internet in order to learn information about the countries from which the
men originated. He realizes that he does not even know the capital cities of African countries.
Richard's experience of relying on media sources for his information about refugees reflects the
common way in which most people of Western culture receive their information about refugees.
Moreover, Richard's research into the colonial history and relationship between Europe
and Africa is a key point of discovery and self-awareness that occurs in the novel. His own
poverty of knowledge about European colonialism is emphasized by the globe in his study, on
which Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi are still labeled as "Deutsch-Ostafrika" (49). Richard did
not even know the contemporary name of the former Deutsch-Ostafrika, a colony gained by
Germany in the 1880s. Further evidence of this dark side in German history is the presence of the
word Kolonialwaren on the storefronts of former East German buildings. Without subtlety the
omniscient narrator highlights the coexistence of WWII bullet holes and Kolonialwaren on the
same storefront, suggesting equality between these grim reminders of Germany's history (49).
Beyond his Internet research and reading Richard then takes an additional step of walking
to a nearby refugee home and encountering these refugees in person. Some scholars have
criticized this effort as self-indulgent and it brings forward the question, is there any truly
altruistic act? It seems that Erpenbeck is setting Richard's actions up to be commendable, though
over the course of the novel, he makes many mistakes. As he moves from Internet searches, to
actually interviewing and personally listening to the refugee men, Richard is taking steps in the
right direction. Additionally, Richard's background as a refugee child fleeing war-torn Silesia in
1945 and the effect of the fall of the GDR in his own personal and professional life allow him to
have more than just sympathy for the refugees. He is able to be empathetic with some aspects of
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their plight. Through his perspective, the reader also sees how a citizen gradually becomes aware
of their own country's bureaucracy and what, if any, recourse a citizen has to effect changes. This
awareness is brought about by Richard's frequent personal conversations with the refugee men.
The reader encounters the various refugee figures through Richard's interactions with
them. Our experience is a mediated one. The author is not a refugee, nor is the protagonist.
Therefore any refugee narrative in Gehen, ging, gegangen is mediated through Richard's
perspective and is directed by his path of questioning. All of the individual narratives appear as
dialogue in the novel. Some of the refugee men, upon hearing that a German man is recording
refugee stories, seek him out and desire that he hear their story. Others are interviewed by
Richard. Although Richard is an interesting and dynamic character, the refugees whom we
encounter throughout the novel, through Richard's perspective, are the catalysts to the truly
counter-discursive aspects of Erpenbeck's story. Published in 2015, just before Merkel's
announcement that Germany's borders were open to incoming refugees and her bolstering
statement to Germans, "Wir schaffen das," Erpenbeck's novel had singular timing for entering
Germany's discourses. Politically, Germany was divided. In its extremes, one side saw the
refugee as a terrorist and as a destroyer of German culture and values, while the other side saw
the refugee as a victim, barely a survivor. The refugees were talked about and were represented
but were rarely ever directly consulted or even contacted. Erpenbeck's novel gives voice to
various refugee figures, but is it an inherently dominant discursive act to represent the refugee
figure in fiction? In 2007 James Dawes's work titled, That the World May Know: Bearing
Witness to Atrocity, he asked similar questions. In his introduction, he raised the concern that "In
giving voice to suffering we can sometimes moderate it, even aestheticize it" (Dawes 8). Dawes
quotes Adorno's caution that to depict pain and stylize violence can remove some of the horror
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and therefore do an injustice to the victim(s).117 In representing someone else's suffering, therein
lies "[t]his contradiction between our impulse to heed trauma’s cry for representation and our
instinct to protect it from representation—from invasive staring, simplification, dissection—is a
split at the heart of human rights advocacy" (Dawes 9). Because Erpenbeck's novel gives voice
to the stories of many refugees, individual faces emerge from the "mass" of incoming refugees. It
reminds the Western reader that the throngs of refugees entering Germany originate from
different places and are not a homogenous unit. Instead of seeing refugees as a collective group
of people, the reader comes to understand different motives for flight and a diversity of
circumstances and backgrounds.
3.2.1 The Arrival and Housing Conditions of Refugees in Berlin
Richard first accesses the refugee men by approaching a building belonging to a nursing
home in the suburb of Berlin where he lives. Before he can speak with them he must first
introduce himself to the receptionist, make an appointment with the director, pass through a
locked door guarded by a security officer and then give his ID to another security officer. The
procedure is not unlike coming to visit an inmate at a prison. In the novel, these barriers to the
refugees are contrasted ironically with the relative ease of speaking with them at Oranienplatz
just a few weeks prior. Richard remarks on the effects of bureaucracy:
Aber von dem Moment an, in dem sie eine Vereinbarung unterzeichnen, muss man sie
auch verwalten. Bürokratische Geometrie, diesen Begriff hat er vor einigen Tagen in dem
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Dawes' repeats the oft-quoted line from Adorno: “To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric.” Then Dawes
further explains, "As Adorno argues, the artistic depiction of pain 'contains, however remotely, the power to elicit
enjoyment out of it.' Through the stylization of violence, he warns, 'an unthinkable fate appear[s] to have had some
meaning; it is transfigured, something of its horror is removed. This alone does an injustice to the victims'" (Dawes
8). The Adorno quotations come from “Commitment,” in The Essential Frankfurt School Reader, ed. Andrew Arato
and Eike Gebhardt, introduction by Paul Piccone (New York: Continuum, 1982), pp. 312–313.
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Buch eines Historikers über die Auswirkungen des Kolonialismus gelesen. Die
Kolonisierten wurden durch Bürokratie erstickt. Gar nicht der ungeschickteste Weg, sie
am politischen Handeln zu hindern. (64)
The so-called agreement works in favor of the German government. It prevents the refugees
from protesting further and it effectively keeps them from becoming visible. Richard continued
his observation of the irony regarding who was being protected from whom.
Oder wurden hier nur die guten Deutschen vor den bösen Deutschen beschützt? Das Volk
der Dichter beschützt vor der Gefahr, noch einmal das Volk der Mörder zu heißen? Ein
Propangaskocher in so einem Zelt auf dem Oranienplatz könne leicht einmal ins Kippen
geraten, hatte in einem der anonymen Internet-Kommentare zu einem Zeitungsartikel
gestanden, als der Platz noch von den Afrikanern besetzt war. Hatte der Senat also die
Afrikaner in Sicherheit gebracht oder vielmehr sich selbst? Im letzteren Fall wäre das,
was getan wurde – die wirkliche Unterbringung der Flüchtlinge in einem besseren
Quartier – also nur eine Maske. Und was dann dahinter? Welches eigentliche Handeln
hinter dem, was man sah? Wer spielte hier wem etwas vor? (64)
Richard notes the irony of protection (from a propane stove tipping over) and questions whether
the protection is truly for the refugees or rather for the politicians. What does Germany stand to
lose if the refugees become visible? They would lose the order and control that they have
attempted to bring to the refugee crisis within their borders.
The first refugee men that Richard sees in person were motionless. They are sitting in
armchairs around a pool table, with no balls, and they hold the pool cues in their hands but are
not playing nor speaking (58). This inactivity has an unnatural quality to it. The men are waiting
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on German officials to decide their fate, and the waiting permeates their everyday activities to
the extent that they cannot even move. In the first room, the director makes introductions and
leaves Richard to his interviews. This interview is reported in a disjointed fashion, with many
single words or short phrases passing between Richard and the men. The narrative style
underscores the awkward manner in which the interview was most likely conducted. Both sides
were not at ease with one another. Rather than separating the dialog into paragraphs, it is all
detailed in one large paragraph, interspersed with Richard's internal questions. When Raschid
and the other men answered Richard's questions, Richard asks himself, "Yoruba? Hausa?"
because he does not know those languages. He asks himself, "Nigeria has a coast?" because, like
many people from an American or European background, the exact geography of Africa is
unknown. While he is questioning the men, the TV is airing a program on fishing and how the
fish are processed, a comparison not lost on Richard. His banal questions about whether the
refugees knew a trade, went to school or had a pet, are mixed with information about the boat
capsizing and the manners in which Raschid and Zair somehow managed to survive. The effect
of alternating between unimportant questions and the tragic circumstances surrounding the
capsizing of the boat is to heighten the horror of the refugees' experience against the triviality of
everyday concerns in a privileged society. Raschid is one of the first refugees that Richard
interviewed and he remains a main character throughout the novel. This first encounter does not
reveal all of Raschid's story, but Richard did find out that he was on a boat with another refugee
in the room, Zair, and 550 of the 800 people on board drowned (Erpenbeck 61). Since 2014 the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has been tracking refugee arrivals
via the Mediterranean Sea in Europe in relation to the "Refugee Crisis." As of January 2021, the
number of arrivals is reflected in this table from their website.118 The year 2014 would have been
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the time of Raschid and Zair's crossing. The
greatest number of refugees came in 2015, the
same year that Merkel opened Germany's
borders to eventually accept 1.2 million
refugees.

3.2.2 The Refugee Figures: Karon, Osarobo, Awad and Raschid
One of the refugee men, Karon, is referred to as "der Dünne" for most of the novel until
Richard learns his real name around New Year's Day. He is always "the thin man" in the hallway
or stairwell, sweeping with his broom. When sweeping the stairs he does not begin at the top step
and sweep all the way down to the bottom. Instead, he sweeps one step, then moves up to the
next step and sweeps that dirt down onto the step he just finished sweeping. Richard notes this
process because it was self-defeating as the dirt is merely moved around and the steps are never
cleaned. Karon’s sweeping actions mirror the futility of the refugee existence in Germany. Their
efforts are futile against the bureaucracy and asylum system. Just as the dirt is moved around on
the stairs with no purpose, the refugees are arbitrarily transferred around Germany. When
Richard arrived at the home and discovers that the refugees were being relocated outside the city,
he is frustrated that his "research," his interviews with the refugees, was going to be greatly
hampered by the distance.119 His frustration with the bureaucracy is centered on how it affected

on January 12, 2021.
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"Die Leute, die solche Beschlüsse verkünden, wissen wohl nicht, was es heißt, ernsthaft zu recherchieren. Eben
erst hat er begonnen, seine Gespräche mit den Männern zu führen, da wirft man ihm gleich wieder Steine in den
Weg. Auch an der Uni gab es solche Beamte, die glaubten, dass es wichtiger sei, die Reisebelege zu stempeln, das
Krankenversicherungsformular zu erneuern, die Anzahl der im Büro verbrachten Stunden in eine Liste zu schreiben
- als dass man die Arbeit tun konnte, für die man ursprünglich bestellt war" (99).
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himself and not on how the separation and division within the refugee community would affect
the refugee men.
The thin man's name is revealed when he seeks help from Richard for a police summons.
Karon had been summoned by the police because his ID picture did not look like him (249).
Born in Ghana, Karon had spent his adult life working odd jobs to try and support his mother and
siblings after his father's death. He sends most of his refugee allowance from Germany home to
Ghana. On one of the occasions in which he speaks with Richard, Karon tells him that his family
in Ghana could be self-sufficient with just a small plot of land, about one-third the size of
Oranienplatz (253). For the cost of this plot of land, approximately 2,000-3,000 Euros, Richard
has considered many purchases such as a surfboard, robotic vacuum cleaner, video projector,
video camera or riding mower (253-254). Richard offers to buy Karon’s family a plot of land in
Ghana so that they could grow their own crops to sell and become self-sufficient. When he
makes this offer, Karon does not demonstrate the excitement and appreciation that Richard
expected. Instead, Karon worries because the first harvest would not come for a year, which
means he must still support his family somehow. Richard does not perceive Karon's reaction as a
lack of gratitude but rather realizes that the refugee existence does not include hope (255). The
point of Karon's story is to underscore the namelessness of refugees as well as to highlight the
meaningless things that citizens of Western cultures splurge on, when the same amount of money
could pay for something life-altering in another country. Karon becomes more significant to
Richard once he has a name and shares his personal story. His story in Erpenbeck's novel
suggests that real help for the refugees can only come through personal contact with citizens of
Western cultures.
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Another refugee man whom Richard interacts with regularly is Osarobo from Niger. As
in many passages of the novel, the reader becomes acquainted with Osarobo against the
backdrop of ordinary life in Germany. Richard and Osarobo sit in a cafe with hot beverages, a
scene in which Erpenbeck juxtaposes the ordering and stirring of drinks with Osarobo's matterof-fact statements of loss and watching people die. This narrative choice of alternating between
quotidian rituals, such as ordering, stirring and sipping tea, and weighty events further stresses
the utter difference between the two countries and between the two men's lives. There are no
similarities and there seems to be no way to bridge the two. Stuart Taberner makes a similar
observation of Erpenbeck's novel: "Even if it would be unfair to insist that Richard's empathy
with refugees and asylum seekers is ultimately only self-indulgent, Erpenbeck's timely novel
confirms that the gap between privilege and nonprivilege may be almost impossible to bridge"
(Transnationalism 60).120
This distance between being born in a place of privilege and nonprivilege is seen in the
young man Awad's story. Awad Issa was born in Ghana and moved to Libya with his father.
Because Awad's mother died when he was born, Richard likens him to Tristan and often refers to
him with this nickname in his notes (57). In Libya, Awad's father was shot, and then Awad
described a very tumultuous time in which he is rounded up by soldiers, experiences the
European bombing of Tripoli and is eventually shipped across the sea to Italy on a ship with
standing room only. After living in a camp in Sicily for almost a year, he manages to earn money
for passage to Berlin, Germany. He first ends up at Oranienplatz with other refugees from Africa
and then in the home with many of the men from Oranienplatz. Because Awad was born in
Ghana, his case was treated from the perspective of his birth country's circumstances, rather than
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from the warlike circumstances of his suffering and uprooting in Libya. His case points to a
failure in Germany's resettlement process, where only cold facts such as birthplace are used as
determiners. Awad is refused asylum in Germany for two reasons, his place of birth (the "safe"
country of Ghana) and his entry point into Europe, which was through Italy. In contrast to
Osarobo and Awad, Richard was born in a more privileged location, Silesia.
King Frederick the Great took over Silesia in 1742 and it officially became a Prussian
province in 1815. When Germany became a nation in 1871, Silesia was also part of that empire.
After the Potsdam Conference of 1945, in which the Oder-Neisse Line was set as the boundary
between Germany and Poland, the ethnic Germans in Silesia either fled or were expelled in 1945
and 1946. Richard's displacement as an infant occurred at this time, but his family was able to be
resettled in Germany because of their ethnicity. This type of privileged citizenship is not
available to the refugee men from Africa. Richard underwent another change in citizenship when
East Germany and West Germany reunified: "1990 war er plötzlich von einem Tag auf den
andern Bürger eines anderen Landes gewesen, nur der Blick aus dem Fenster war doch derselbe"
(103). Due to the process of German unification his citizenship simply changed from East
Germany to Germany in a matter of one day. In contrast, some of the refugee men have been
waiting for years in limbo in Germany just to have their asylum applications accepted. The
disparity between the ease and difficulty of attaining citizenship highlights the importance of the
country of origin to the German (and European) system.
Where Awad's story underscores the significance of place of birth in privileging refugees,
Apollo's story reveals the ongoing effects of colonialism in Africa today. Apollo is Tuareg from
Niger, a country which recently experienced the Tuareg Rebellion. He never knew his parents,
nor does he know what happened to them, but rather grew up as a slave (51). He is young and
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Richard notices that he possesses an expensive phone. The explanation for this is simply because
he has no family to support and no family to whom he must send money, he can afford a phone
(218). In a conversation with his German friends, Richard reveals much information about the
situation in Niger. For example, because there was more uranium in Niger than in any other
country and because there was no proper infrastructure for mitigating the effects of the uranium:
The camels were dying and many people had cancer. Apollo told Richard that everyone from
there is "radioactive." Even Richard's friend Thomas lightly joked that Richard should "halt mal
den Geigerzähler an ihn ran, bevor du ihm Guten Tag sagst" (181). More specifically, Richard
told his German friends "vom französischen Staatskonzern Areva, der das Monopol für die
Minen hält und seinen Müll dorthin kippt, wo die Tuareg bisher ihre Kamelweiden hatten. Und
natürlich auch selbst leben" (182). Stylistically, the heavy material about the history and
conditions in Niger is woven with the more mundane setting of the walk that Richard and his
friends were taking. Richard emphasized to his friends, "Dort [. . .] ist das Trinkwasser
inzwischen verseucht, die Kamele sind hin, die Menschen kriegen Krebs, ohne zu wissen, warum
-- der Strom aber fließt in Frankreich und hier bei uns, in Deutschland" (182). In modern-day
France and Germany, there is an ongoing direct benefit from colonization in the past. Apollo's
presence in the novel serves as a stark reminder of Europe's responsibility for the refugees
arriving from Africa. As with Bazyar's novel, there are aspects in Erpenbeck's novel that could
be viewed through the lens of postcolonial studies (Said 1978; Spivak 1988; Bhabha 1994).
Although the term postcolonial suggests the idea of "post" or "after" colonization, Gehen ging
gegangen shows that colonial exploitation persists even though the colonial epoch has ceased.
Postcolonial studies demonstrates that "structures of exploitation, economic suppression,
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domination and political power" as well as "divisions and imbalances, which existed during
colonialism, continue to shape life in post-colonial settings" (Foroutan 150).
In addition to the individual refugee narratives demonstrating the futility of their
circumstances, the contrast between privileged and nonprivileged places of birth, and the
ongoing effects of colonization, there is one more refugee's story that exemplifies the type of
trauma that these men have endured. Through Richard's perspective, we know that Raschid is a
large man and he is one of the most outspoken refugee men. Throughout the course of the novel,
the reader learns more of Raschid's story through Richard's conversations with him. In Nigeria,
he used to be a metal worker who made gates (233). Raschid, Zair and the other men tell Richard
that they want to work and they are tired of waiting (63). He is from the northern part of Nigeria
and he is Yoruba and Muslim (61). Raschid, whom Richard nicknamed "the Olympian" because
of his strength and size, often vocalizes the importance of the protest at Oranienplatz and the
continued reminder to the German government that the refugees are there and need to be treated
well. Almost two-thirds of the way through the novel, at the Christmas Eve celebration, Richard
learns that Raschid had a wife and two children. One day Raschid and his children were picked
up by soldiers. After several days in barracks, they were forced onto a boat. His story involves
hunger, desperation, his boat tipping over and his children drowning (236-241). Since he has
been in Europe, his wife has divorced him, remarried and become pregnant. Her life has moved
on, while his life is stuck in limbo without a family. Later in the novel, Raschid expressed, "Ich
hätte so gern noch einmal ein Kind, bevor ich sterben muss" (344). Raschid's story elicits the
strongest sense of sympathy from the reader due to the tragic and senseless loss of his children
and due to his constant action throughout the novel to become visible.
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3.3 THEORETICAL AND THEMATIC CONSIDERATIONS
3.3.1 Sympathy, Trauma and Slow Violence
In 1759 Adam Smith121 pondered the human inclination to sympathy and what arouses
sympathetic feelings in us, both to others' suffering and to others' joys. Reading of Raschid's
suffering elicits strong feelings of sympathy in the reader. Although the other refugee men also
shared stories of their struggles and of losing loved ones and friends, the loss of one's children
carries a profound weight. Raschid, a large, strong metal worker, was powerless to save his
children from drowning when the boat capsized. When he finishes telling Richard this part of his
story, "Nach einer ziemlich langen Pause, in der die beiden Männer auf den schwarzen Fernseher
starren, als wäre da irgendetwas zu sehen," Richard eventually asks Raschid about his work
(241). The event was simply too horrible to comment on or to offer condolences for, so Richard
changed the subject.
How do individuals from a Western culture cope with hearing about these experiences? If
in the eighteenth century Smith was concerned with evoking sympathy, contemporary scholars
concern themselves with the problem of becoming desensitized to atrocities, because through
visual media we can easily and frequently witness horrific events. As a case study, Dawes
discusses the Rwandan genocide and American responses in detail in his book.122 He makes the
following observation about the way in which people from Western cultures experience
culpability:
The world’s failure to recognize the genocide, its failure to value the lives of Africans,
has, if anything, become a more potent and vivid story in the West than the genocide
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itself ever could be. We are culpable, and it feels good to be culpable. It assures us that
we are good people, because we are the kind of people who feel bad about these sorts of
things. And we’re proud because we aren’t ashamed to admit it. (Dawes 21)
Dawes reveals a dichotomy between the fact that those in the West should feel bad, but that they
also revel in feeling bad. He even goes so far as to say that the stories of our guilt have become
more plentiful and more vivid than the stories of the actual genocide. The application from
Dawes’ research is that journalists and authors have the potential to represent a horrific event to
the extent where it becomes about the guilty party and no longer about the people suffering. If
the reader is not careful, reading a novel like Erpenbeck’s could result in the reader’s selfsatisfaction at feeling sympathy for the refugees, but go no further. Moreover, reading novels
about refugees could also result in more discussion about the host country than about the
refugees themselves.
Although Erpenbeck's protagonist is a white, upper-middle-class male, the novel also
contains refugee figures and their stories and therefore can be read within the discursive
framework of trauma and memory that appears so often in narratives of migration. These refugee
men bear the markings of trauma and violence both physically and emotionally. In reading
Abbas Khider's text we looked at Cathy Caruth's foundational work in applying trauma theory to
literature. Some scholars have criticized Caruth's particular use of Freud;123 however, the
discussion of the narrative representation of trauma begins with Caruth's work and definitions.
The literary application of trauma theory borrows from the field of psychology and the
aftereffects of an individual's suffering, commonly known as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
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(PTSD). Caruth defines PTSD as "a response, sometimes delayed, to an overwhelming event or
events, which takes the form of repeated, intrusive hallucinations, dreams, thoughts or
behaviours stemming from the event, along with numbing that may have begun during or after
the experience, and possibly also increased arousal to (and avoidance of) stimuli recalling the
event" (Caruth Trauma 4). PTSD is most commonly used to refer to the condition suffered by
soldiers who have experienced combat and violence in the context of war, usually because they
have either witnessed or perpetrated something too horrible to manage cognitively and
emotionally. Caruth explains that "[t]o be traumatized is precisely to be possessed by an image
or event" (Trauma 4-5). In Erpenbeck's novel, the reader sees refugee men reacting in different
ways to the types of violence and trauma they have experienced. One man laughs when
recounting a particularly terrible detail of his story. One man is sent to a psychologist for help
because he cries for hours at a time. Caruth emphasizes that PTSD surfaces later in life rather
than at the time the traumatic event is experienced and that narrating the experienced trauma is
often problematic for the individual who suffered.
By narrating the traumatic event, the refugee is essentially reliving or re-suffering the
trauma (Caruth Unclaimed 10). The notion that the traumatic event is too much to fully process
underscores the necessity of narrative as part of the acts of remembering, repeating and workingthrough. When Erpenbeck's protagonist listened to the narratives of each of the refugee men,
whom he was gradually befriending and getting to know, he became a repository for their
processes of remembering, repeating and working through their experiences. Dominick LaCapra
provides a useful definition for the process in which the authors of migrant and particularly
refugee literature engage: "This complicated past was now to be disclosed truthfully in order for
a process of working it through to be historically informed and to have some chance of being
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effective ritually and politically in creating both a livable society and a national collectivity"
(697). While one goal for working through trauma is for the healing benefit of the victim,
LaCapra asserts that another goal is to effect a positive change on the society at large. This
concept of a "national collectivity" also speaks to the collective memory of these experiences,
how they dialog with other contemporary issues and what they can possibly do to effect policy
changes.
Therefore Richard's hearing of the refugee's traumatic experiences becomes a key part of
witnessing the refugees' lives. He not only hears their terrible stories, but he also witnesses their
demeanors during the act of telling and their physical responses to remembering. The function of
these parts of the narrative is therapeutic because the act of telling allows the refugee to
reconstruct what has happened to him and to cope with the memory of it. Most likely the refugee
men have shared these memories with one another, but telling someone from the dominant
culture remains crucial. Richard witnesses not only the retelling of their past traumatic
experiences but also the conditions and effects of living in limbo in Germany. Not being able to
fully participate in German society further adds to the suffering that the refugees have endured
and enacts another form of violence against them.
In Rob Nixon's 2009 work titled, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor,
he presents an argument for slow violence as another type of trauma that can occur to
individuals. Whereas Caruth and Felman have contributed to the field of trauma studies in
relation to event-based trauma, Nixon contributes to trauma studies in areas where trauma and
violence occur over a period of time rather than in a singular event. His main example lies in
climate change and the way that it gradually and unevenly affects rich and poor regions of the
world. His term slow violence is an appropriate framework for thinking of the detainment and
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dormitories of the refugee crisis as a form of violence. The refugees have experienced trauma
from singular events such as war, death of loved ones and capsized ships; however, they are also
experiencing slow violence at the hand of bureaucracy. The main vehicle of this violence is the
legislature and discourses surrounding the "crisis."
3.3.2 Language as Trope and Language as Weapon
Erpenbeck's novel directly describes, quotes and addresses Germany's policies and
provisions for refugees and granting asylum. Narratively, this is accomplished through Richard
learning about the policies on the Internet or dialoguing with his friends about the crisis present
in Berlin. He learned about the Dublin jurisdictions and the allowances for the refugees, such as
receiving 300 Euros a month, their free subway passes and the aid workers enlisted to escort
refugees to the doctor for appointments or to various agencies for filing paperwork (101).
Richard also learned about the Preferential Employment Provision, which meant that only when
a German did not want a job, could a refugee even apply for it. Richard is struck with the fact
that Germany both condemned the refugees for idleness while denying them permission to work.
All of these policies were established to govern refugee bodies, where they were allowed to be
and for how long they were allowed to be there. At one point when the refugees were unruly,
Richard witnesses squad cars and police officers in riot gear at the refugee home, a visual
reminder of German tolerance for refugee presence and behavior (258). This particular situation
also reveals that all refugee phones are serviced by one network and that the network could be
shut down whenever the government chose (264).
Another area of jurisdiction, which Germany exercised over the refugees, was language.
The theme of language, language learning and reflection upon language permeates much of
migration literature. In Erpenbeck's novel language occupies three roles: the process of learning
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the German language, the process of finding a common language in which to communicate with
the refugee men, and the inability to communicate. Both the omniscient narrator and Richard
often reflect on the act of learning the German language, on the difficulty of mastering certain
vocabulary or certain verb tenses and on the inability to communicate. Erpenbeck's Gehen, ging,
gegangen features an example of the refugees being taught the principle parts of the verb gehen,
which the reader then sees as the title of the novel. In keeping with other refugee narratives,
Gehen, ging, gegangen portrays the refugees' frustrating experience with learning a new
language. A German teacher came to the home regularly to give German lessons and Richard
also taught German. Ultimately these language lessons were discontinued because official
language instruction commenced at the local community college. Another aspect of language
threaded throughout the novel was utilizing a language foreign to both parties for the purpose of
communication. For example, Richard communicates with many of the refugees in Italian,
because they had no other language in common. A further example of the significance of
language to the novel and to refugee life is the constant linguistic limitation. There were
moments of misunderstanding between Richard and the refugee men due to pronunciation.
Another example of linguistic limitation was when Richard didn't know the word for "rape" in
Italian in order to fully explain the former Soviet situation (195). Language often proved
inadequate to achieve full communication, particularly when Richard desired to explain some
German history to the refugee men.
While language serves similar purposes in many migration novels, it bears additional
legal weight in Erpenbeck's text. The direct reflections on the weaponization of language through
policies and documentation are a key feature of the novel. In one instance Richard studied the
Oranienplatz agreement, a document prepared in order to disperse the protesting at the square in
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Kreuzberg and to placate the refugees. It stated, "Die Senatorin unterstützt im Rahmen ihrer
politischen Verantwortlichkeit. Es erfolgt eine Prüfung der Einzelfallverfahren im Rahmen aller
rechtlichen Möglichkeiten. Abschiebung für die Zeit der Prüfung ausgesetzt" (130). Richard
marveled at the lawyers' "Sachverhalte mit der Sprache" (130). All of the documents,
agreements, policies and applications constituted ways to regulate and control refugee movement
and level of belonging. The refugee men have access to German language classes, which means
they are slowly being taught German culture. At the end of the novel, when Richard was housing
several of the men in his apartment, the only thing they were still receiving from the German
government was paid German language classes, which can be interpreted as a form of cultural
indoctrination.
In addition to refugee treatment at the hands of bureaucracy, Erpenbeck's novel also
offers examples of citizens' opinions. Through Richard, the reader learns of common perceptions
about the refugees held by his friends and fellow Germans. Though none of them is openly
hostile, they view the refugees very negatively and with caution. In Chapter 48 when Rufu had
been given a controversial medication that was causing him to become sicker, Richard called
Jörg, his friend Monika's husband, to ask about the drug. He finds out that it is only prescribed to
elderly people who are senile and in danger of harming someone else. Over the phone Jörg
makes a degrading comment about the "Neger": "Diese Kerle glauben noch an den
Medizinmann! Du tanzt ein paarmal im Kreis um den herum -- und schon ist er wieder gesund!"
(287). In Chapter 42 when his friends returned from Christmas vacations, they talked about the
refugees begging on the sides of the roads throughout Europe. His friends claimed that the
refugees carry diseases and have so much freedom of movement. At another point when refugee
men had occupied a rooftop by way of protesting their conditions in Germany, and the
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authorities had shut off running water and electricity to the building, they eventually urinated
from the roof of the building. The public response was to disparage the refugees. The newspaper
read, "Kaum in Deutschland, pinkelt der als ALLERERSTES vom Dach!" (273). The irony, of
course, is that this was not the first action the refugees have taken. They had endured flight and
three years of waiting in German dormitories. However, the tone of the newspaper was that the
refugees were simply performing in a subhuman fashion, which was what the Germans had
expected all along.
3.4 CONCLUSION
In contrast to the novels by Khider or Fatah, Erpenbeck's novel ends with more resolution
and closure, despite the impending departure of the refugees. Perhaps the reader is allowed more
resolution because the protagonist is German and his own personal crisis has to do with changing
his prejudices and developing as a person, rather than a protagonist who is a refugee with little to
no agency. For a German reader and for a reader of Western origins, the protagonist Richard is
most likely more accessible than reading a novel directly from the refugee figure's perspective.
Because this novel is told from the perspective of a citizen of the host country, it is easier for a
Western reader to identify with Richard's struggles and with his thought line. Therefore, as
Richard self-discovers his own errors in thinking as well as his friends' errors in thinking, the
reader too potentially realizes these errors in themselves and sees a path to change. At one point
in the narrative, Richard realizes that the borders drawn across Africa serve Europeans rather
than serving the Africans. When a refugee told Richard that he is from the Sahara Desert,
Richard wants to know instead which country the man was from; however, he comes to the
realization that these borderlines are arbitrary (66). There are many such instances in the novel
through which Richard relearns history and sees aspects of culture and history from a new
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perspective. These discoveries resonate with a German audience as the narrative intervenes in the
dominant discourse to unsettle notions of German or European superiority and stasis.
Erpenbeck's novel undermines the notion that any one refugee can speak for another.
While there are shared experiences and shared traumas, each refugee figure's journey and loss is
unique to them. Just as they should not be grouped in dormitory rooms based on country of
origin, they also should not be handled as one mass of people. Tension exists between not
lumping all refugees together into a collective refugee bunch, while also appreciating a type of
collective memory emerging in narratives by and about refugees. Richard is struck with the
importance of memory to the refugees and their culture. The omniscient narrator directly states,
"Ohne Erinnerung war der Mensch nur ein Stück Fleisch auf einem Planeten" (188). The novel
also undermines the presumption that a dominant German political system or the media can
accurately represent migration experiences and motives.
In the end, we have a story about an older, white male protagonist who has some
experience as a refugee or as someone who has had to leave his home. The refugee men that
Richard has come to know are all awaiting eventual deportation back to Italy, if that is the first
European country through which they entered. Gatrell sums this up: "Ultimately, however, he
recognises that there is only so much that one person can do: 'When did he turn from a man filled
with great hopes for mankind into an almsgiver?'" (Gatrell 441). Even though he had volunteered
to teach the German language to the refugees in the home, he discovered that he still has biases
and too quickly jumps to negative conclusions about the men he has learned to know. Stuart
Taberner points out, "Erpenbeck's timely novel confirms that the gap between privilege and
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nonprivilege may be almost impossible to bridge."124 His perspective may seem a bit pessimistic,
but what exactly do we do with a storyline in which the protagonist befriended these refugee
men, but was ultimately unable to help them with their asylum cases? Should Richard feel like a
mere almsgiver and a failure? He certainly does not seem successful. Perhaps we need to
redefine "success" in terms of progress rather than only measuring success by the ultimate goals
of "asylum granted," "citizenship gained" and "human integrated." In knowing that language is a
barrier to communication and integration, then we see progress in the German language as a type
of success. More importantly, we see the ability of the refugees to communicate their stories as
success. Richard formerly held some of the same ideas and opinions as his friends; however,
through his interactions with the refugee men and through listening to them, he has come to see
these human beings differently and he is able to offer them some assistance and connection to
German society from their secluded residence.
This novel is counter-discursive in calling out the helpers. Erpenbeck's text calls out the
host country volunteers to not be too comfortable in their charitable actions, however
praiseworthy the acts may be. Everyone is capable of implicit biases and of returning to them in
a moment of crisis or discomfort, such as when Richard assumed his wallet had been stolen.
Citizens of the dominant and/or host country must constantly be evaluating themselves and their
thinking. We have not arrived, even if we have an element of flight and displacement in our own
past experiences. Additionally, Erpenbeck's narrative strategy underscores the novel's counterdiscursivity. Through contrast in the scenes that reveal the refugees' trauma against the quotidian
backdrop of life in Germany and through the contrast between Richard's life and the refugees'
lives, Erpenbeck makes the plight of the refugees starker and more urgent. The novel is further
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counter-discursive in that it demonstrates how resolution is not found in the discourses of laws
and asylum dictates. Erpenbeck proves that true progress will not happen in the form of
bureaucracy, but rather in everyday interactions and in everyday citizens engaging non-citizens
and renewing their own willingness to be changed.
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Like the homeless, refugees are living embodiments of a disturbing possibility:
that human privileges are quite fragile, that one’s home, family, and nation
are one catastrophe away from being destroyed. As the refugees cluster in camps;
as they dare to make a claim on the limited real estate of our conscience
— we deny we can be like them and many of us do everything we can
to avoid our obligations to them.
Viet Thanh Nguyen (2017)125

CHAPTER FOUR: From Boy Soldier to Dead Refugee: What Can't Be
Untaught in Sherko Fatah's Das dunkle Schiff
4.1 OCCUPYING MULTIPLE PLACES: INTRODUCTION TO SHERKO FATAH AND
DAS DUNKLE SCHIFF
Born in 1964 in East Berlin to a German mother and a Kurdish father, Sherko Fatah
experienced two Germanys as well as his father's home country of Iraq during his youth. His
novels often take place along the borders of Iran, Iraq and Turkey and frequently grapple with
the themes of violence, war, flight, exile and roots. His second novel, Das dunkle Schiff, was
shortlisted for both the prestigious German Book Prize and for the Leipzig Book Fair Prize in
2008. Before Das dunkle Schiff, he had written Im Grenzland (2001), which received the
Aspekte-Literaturpreis, and Onkelchen (2004), which earned him the Hilde-Domin-Preis für
Literatur im Exil in 2007 for both this novel and Im Grenzland. After Das dunkle Schiff Fatah
published three more novels: Ein weißes Land (2011), which was shortlisted for the Leipzig
Book Fair Prize in 2012, Der letzte Ort (2014) and Schwarzer September (2019). In recognition
of his literary achievements, Fatah received both the Großer Kunstpreis Berlin and the Adelbertvon-Chamisso-Preis in 2015. Unlike Abbas Khider, Fatah does not have personal experience of
flight and of being a refugee. However, his unique childhood in experiencing the places and
cultures of both his parents is often cited as one reason for the success of his novels.
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In Das dunkle Schiff, Sherko Fatah's 2008 novel, Kerim, the young Kurdish boy living in
Iraq under Saddam Hussein's rule, seeks a better life in Germany through which he can both
change himself and distance himself from his past. Shortly after witnessing his father's death,
Kerim is kidnapped by jihadists and learns the ways of terrorism, and particularly of the Teacher.
Kerim's refugee experience begins with his escape from the terrorist group and then his
harrowing voyage as a stowaway aboard a ship. Once in Germany, Kerim is unable to fully
adjust to the new culture, despite having the support of his uncle and a relationship with a
German woman. Even though he is granted asylum, his past participation in the jihadist group
eventually catches up to him. Das dunkle Schiff "zeigte, wie aus den gesellschaftlichen
Zuständen im Irak und in Deutschland sowie aus den Lebensumständen und der persönlichen
Entwicklung heraus ein junger Mann durch die Lehren radikler Islamisten fasziniert wird"
(Hofmann und Patrut 81). "Fatah zeigt sich als Meister der Gestaltung von Stimmungen einer
existentiellen Bedrohung und einer lebensbedrohlichen Gefahr" (Hofmann und Patrut 81). In this
chapter, I will discuss the full representation of Kerim: his childhood of great potential, his
coercion into violence as a Holy Warrior and his path to asylum in Germany. Loosely following
the pattern of the Bildungsroman, this novel enters the discourses of Bildung, race and violence
and trauma. I show how this fictional text constructs a subject who is made ready for asylum by
accepting his identity as a perpetual novice and outsider who never fully arrives.
Both Fatah's and Khider's protagonists are the most feared type of refugee to enter a
Western country: one engaged in romantic relationships with the women of almost every locale
he entered, and the other belonged to a religious terrorist organization. These factors in their
backgrounds point to underlying assumptions about and fears of refugees' treatment of women
and potential for violence. As noted in the first chapter, the raping of German women on New
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Year's Eve in Cologne and in other major German cities did nothing to quell the fear of refugees.
Moreover, terrorist attacks in neighboring France in Paris also increased fear of incoming
refugees who might be radicals. The fear of refugees, and of their potential for violence, stems
from Western beliefs about the refugees' race and ethnicity. Race is determined by physical
characteristics such as skin color and historically has been used as a reason to mistreat
individuals who appear different from or inferior to the (white, European) societal norm.126
Ethnicity includes the cultural elements of religion, language, nationality and tribal affiliation
that can be chosen or passed down. Racially, people from the Middle East are categorized as
white; however, within European and American contexts individuals from the Middle East can
be racialized as non-white.
4.2 ON THE BORDER: THE KURDS, ETHNICITY IN IRAQ AND RELIGIOUS
DIVISIONS
As of 2021, Iraq's total current population is just over 40 million people,127 most of whom
are Muslims, a religion whose followers
can be divided between Sunni or Shiite.
Ethnically considered Arab, the Shiites
and Sunnis share a common culture and
they speak Arabic. It is estimated that
between 85-90 percent of the world's
Muslims are Sunni, with the remaining
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percentage being Shiite.128 The Kurds, a category into which protagonist Kerim falls, are Sunni
Muslims living in northern Iraq, but they have their own language and culture. The Kurds live
not only in northern Iraq, but also in the contiguous and mountainous regions of Syria, Turkey,
Iran and Armenia as outlined in the orange section of this image.129
In Iraq, the Sunni make up 35-40 percent of the overall population and the Shiites make
up 60-65 percent. Although the Sunni are a minority, they have ruled and dominated Iraq since
the early twentieth century. Most recently under the Sunni dictator Saddam Hussein, the Sunnis
systematically persecuted and killed Shiites and Kurds. In order to protect the Kurds from attacks
after the Gulf War, Great Britain and America established a "no-fly" zone over northern Iraq. As
a result of this safety measure, the Iraqi-Kurds have been able to elect their own leaders and
enjoy independence to this day. Since World War I, there had been talk of an independent
nation-state called Kurdistan, which would be comprised of many of these Kurdish-inhabited
areas on the map above. However, many of the countries in which the Kurds reside are opposed
to a Kurdistan. For example, in Turkey the Kurds have been regularly targeted for
discrimination, attacks and unequal treatment. In contrast to a strictly, religiously controlled form
of government such as the Sunni imposed in Iraq, the Kurds prefer a more secular government.
They had fought with American forces in order to overthrow Saddam Hussein. In Das dunkle
Schiff, the Holy Warriors who kidnapped Kerim indoctrinated him with hatred for the Americans
and hatred for any Iraqi people who had become secularized (or westernized) and had strayed
from a devout faith. Additionally, these extremists would kill any Iraqi officials or police who
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supported the Americans. It is into this world that Kerim was born. Although the novel does not
give specific years, Kerim's childhood was most likely in the 1980s, his teenage years in the
1990s and his 20s in the early 2000s. As a Kurd, Kerim grew up as a minority in his own
country, and as a refugee in Germany, he was once again a minority. In both locations, he would
have been racialized and treated negatively because of ethnic factors.
4.3 CRITICAL RACE STUDIES AND THE REFUGEE FIGURE
In keeping with how dominant discourses develop and the ideas posited by Michel
Foucault on how power within a society is structured discursively, it follows that the study of
race as a social construct and the role of race in power structures add yet another dimension to
both discourse studies and critical race studies. Critical Race Theory (CRT) developed from legal
studies involving how race influenced the formation of American law and the role of law in "the
construction and maintenance of social domination and subordination" (West xi). While
exposing the law's inherent subordination of people of color, CRT scholarship also sought to
uncover white privilege as an assumed and embedded aspect of the law and its enforcement.
Narratives and personal experiences became a key feature of proving and demonstrating how
whiteness is privileged.130
Additional development in the field of CRT occurred with the incorporation of
psychology's terms, micro- and macro-aggressions. When people think of aggression, they most
likely think of open violence and aggressive behavior that is more easily proved, documentable
and legally constructed. This category is known as macro-aggression. An additional category is
micro-aggression defined by psychologist Chester Pierce as "subtle, stunning, often automatic,
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and non-verbal exchanges which are 'put downs' of blacks by offenders."131 Violence through
language, non-verbal cues and verbal put-downs of people of color would all be considered
micro-aggressions. This type of violence is not enacted upon a person's physical body but is
nevertheless damaging and harmful.
As CRT developed through the 1990s the category of "black" broadened to include other
non-white and racialized groups. Furthermore, immigrants and non-citizens were included. The
experience of Latina/Latino, White, Black, Asian and Middle-Eastern immigrants could vary
drastically depending on the contemporary political, social and historical circumstances of both
the host country and the country of origin at the time of immigration. CRT reveals the
implications of race in decisions of asylum eligibility and citizenship applications as well as the
practices of inclusion and exclusion within the host society itself.
For Das dunkle Schiff, as well as for all novels of migration and flight, the theoretical lens
of CRT offers insight into racialization experienced by protagonist Kerim both within his
homeland Iraq and within Germany. As noted above the country of Iraq had long been divided
by religious allegiances as well as by ethnic groups. Germany's divisions are along different
lines. Within Germany, ethnic Germans are those whose families have been rooted in Germany
for generations as well as those who were displaced into other European countries, usually due to
war, but nevertheless continued to speak German and to follow German cultural traditions. For
example, there are ethnic Germans in the Transylvania region of Romania and there were ethnic
Germans in the Soviet Union that resettled to Germany beginning in the late 1980s. As of a 2008
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report,132 the same year in which the novel was published, Germany's immigrant population
ranged between 7.3-15.3 million people. The reason for the wide range was because the
definition of immigration varied. For example, there were the "guestworkers," a group made up
of Turks, Italians, Spaniards, Greeks and Serbo-Croatians. Then there were also ethnic Germans
("Aussiedler"), who came from Central and Eastern Europe, especially those from the Soviet
Union. In 2008 about 3.2 million persons belonged to the "guestworker" category, while about
three million persons were ethnic Germans. Turkish people who held German citizenship
numbered around 700,000, which made individuals of Turkish origin, whether guestworker or
citizen with a migration background, the largest non-ethnic-German group in Germany. When
Kerim arrived in Germany in Chapter 1 of Part 4, he found his uncle had befriended many people
of Arab or Turkish ethnicity and most of the neighborhood seemed to be made up of these nonethnic-German people.
With the racial and ethnic makeup of both Iraq and Germany as factors for the context
surrounding Das dunkle Schiff, Critical Race Theory reveals underlying reasons for Kerim's
eventual death. In the field of Critical Race Studies, Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic
demonstrate how race is a social construct and has no biological reality. Delgado, a renowned
American scholar in the legal field, has also demonstrated how racism is normalized in society
and manifests itself as systemic racism in the legal system through laws and public policy. In
Étienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein's Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous Identities (1991),
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the particular situation of immigration is detailed within the larger framework of race. Although
the authors are focused on immigration within France, there are many parallels to immigration in
Germany. In the 1990s Balibar was positing a new racism as "a racism of the era of
'decolonization', of the reversal of population movements between the old colonies and the old
metropolises, and the division of humanity within a single political space" (21). This reversal of
population movement refers to the arrival of immigrants and refugees from formerly colonized
lands in the land of the colonizer. Balibar defines current racism as a "racism without race." This
racism is focused not on "biological heredity but the insurmountability of cultural differences"
(21). Balibar's terminology explains why refugees like Kerim, who come from Middle-Eastern
countries and are categorically "white," are still racialized, because culture rather than biology
has become the new mark of racism.
4.4 DAS DUNKLE SCHIFF AS A SUBVERTED BILDUNGSROMAN
Turning from context and the framework of CRT to the actual text, Das dunkle Schiff
offers the reader a version of the common Bildungsroman. The traditional genre of the
Bildungsroman includes the spiritual and psychological development of a young man. The
concept was coined by Karl von Morgenstern in the nineteenth century, and, like the term
Bildung itself, is not easily translatable into English. The genre implies a complete development
and cultivation of the male protagonist in the areas of reason, education and feeling as well as the
importance of how his environment and social context influence him. Additionally, the genre
often includes some level of resolution reached between society and the individual.133 According
to Susanne Howe (1930), the Bildungsroman protagonist "sets out on his way through the world,
meets reverses, usually due to his own temperament, falls in with various guides and counsellors,
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makes many false starts in choosing his friends, his wife, and his life work, and finally adjusts
himself in some way to the demands of his time and environment by finding a sphere of action in
which he may work effectively" (4). Among challenges to the genre, Bildungsromane by or
about women do not reflect the protagonist's role within the community, but rather focus on
marriage. Additionally, Bildungsromane by minority authors or about minority figures inevitably
include aspects of cultural assimilation and grappling with the dominant society's rules or
culture. Fatah's Das dunkle Schiff does not follow the typical Bildungsroman pattern but rather
subverts it by concluding with an unsuccessful outcome.
The four stages of the Bildungsroman are Stage 1: The Call, Stage 2: The Apprenticeship,
Stage 3: Maturity, and Stage 4: Acceptance and Remedy. Das dunkle Schiff is divided into five
chronological parts of approximately equal length, with Part Three being slightly shorter than the
others. This particular structure of the novel lends itself to being read in terms of the stages of
Kerim's life. Part One, which can be likened to Stage 1, details most of Kerim's boyhood
beginning with descriptions of his father's restaurant, his potential as an educated young man, a
formative trip into the mountains, and ending with his father's unexpected death. Part Two takes
the reader from Kerim's increased responsibility at the restaurant to his capture, training and
escape, followed by his inability to fully assimilate back into life with his family and then his
eventual departure and flight. Part Two most closely resembles the apprenticeship of Stage 2.
Part Three encompasses his harrowing journey deep in the hold of a ship and represents Kerim's
maturity, or Stage 3. Part Four relays his arrival in Germany, his choosing of a girlfriend and
other companions, and then Part Five contains Kerim's asylum and demise. Both of these final
Parts should fit into the Acceptance and Remedy pattern, except there is rejection and no
remedy, unless death is interpreted as the only remedy.
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In keeping with the Bildungsroman tradition of various counselors who enter the young
man's life and help him along his journey to maturity, each Part of the novel contains one or
more men who mentor Kerim along the way. His male mentors include his father, his English
teacher, Anatol, the Teacher, Nasir the tailor and Uncle Tarik, all of whom serve particular
functions in Kerim's development. Smaller roles were filled by Anatol, the English teacher and
the tailor, who were helpful for key plot moments, such as learning English, preparation of a
solemn, ritualistic meal and then helping Kerim begin his flight. However, their interactions with
Kerim did not center on intentional life instruction and advice in the way that his interactions
with his father, the Teacher and Uncle Tarik did.
From Kerim's childhood memories with his father, he began to learn his place within his
community and he began to learn his place within the larger community of Iraq and within Islam.
At school, he had been learning English, which could have expanded his horizons to global
opportunities. His education and his potential were interrupted with the unexpected death of his
father and Kerim was left with arrested development. The next person to fill that void was the
Teacher. Kerim compared his father, his English teacher and the Teacher: "Von seinem Vater
kannte er eigentlich nur Anweisungen oder Belehrungen. Ebenso war es in der Schule und bei
den Gotteskriegern gewesen" (369). His experience was never one of conversation, but rather of
instruction and lessons. At another moment in Chapter 3 of Part Five, Kerim compared his father
and the Teacher. He thought of his father as an Unbeliever, a person only living for the things in
this world, rather than living for things to come in Paradise. Kerim valued the lessons in faith
from the Teacher more than any lessons his father had taught him, because "[e]r hatte nicht viel
über den Glauben gewusst und auch nicht darüber nachgedacht" (380). From his father, the
English teacher and even Uncle Tarik, Kerim received a more secular education. From the
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Teacher, Kerim received a radical religious education. When it came to the different voices of
his counselors, Kerim was unable to choose and act and he was never able to unlearn their
lessons.
4.4.1 Das dunkle Schiff, Part One: Kerim's Call from Roots to Religiosity
Part One of Das dunkle Schiff begins with Kerim's childhood in a rural northern town of
Iraq. His father was a large, rotund man who runs a restaurant, an occupation that garners the
family some respect within the community. Kerim helps out in the family restaurant, but there
were certain menial tasks from which his father kept him, in order to emphasize that Kerim is
somehow set apart or destined for greater things. Therefore, "Kerim wuchs in dem Gefühl auf,
wenn schon nicht zu Großem, so doch Besserem bestimmt zu sein" (15). At first, this idea of
being intended for greatness seems to be some foreshadowing. Later events in the novel reveal
that this path to greatness was altered. In this regard, Kerim's education is also very important to
the family. Additionally, Kerim details a significant journey into the mountains. He remembers
this trip with his father as being a happy time and also a formative time during which he met
Anatol and ate a special meal with the meat of an unborn lamb. Kerim felt that he missed the true
significance of the meal and his father's accompanying sermon, but from that moment onward he
feels that he was a prisoner of time (28). If this section of the novel can be read as "The Call,"
then Kerim's call is a negative one, in that he becomes a prisoner of time. If Anatol was correct
and the unborn lamb is pure because it is closest to its time of creation and origin, then Kerim is
becoming more distant and weaker from the purest form of himself. This paragraph of the novel
foreshadows what will happen as Kerim grows older.
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A second significant trip that Kerim takes with his
father is traveling to Najaf, a city south of Baghdad and a
place of importance for Shiite pilgrimages.134 Kerim
observes on more than one occasion that his father was
"ein Mann ohne Glauben" and does not regularly observe
prayer times (18). Kerim's father was originally from
Tunceli, Turkey and belonged to the Alevis, "eine Abspaltung der schiitischen
Glaubensrichtung" (29). As a religious sect, the Alevis are Turkish and pray in the Turkish
language, which contrasts most all other Sunni and Shiite Muslims who pray in Arabic. They are
also typically Kurdish in ethnicity. Whereas the first trip that Kerim took with his father involved
a special meal and rite to set him apart for his future, this other trip with his father was a way of
connecting Kerim with his past and his roots. Kerim did not understand every aspect of the
mosque and rituals in Najaf, but "[w]ann immer er daran zurückdachte, erschien ihm diese
Moschee wie das Gefäß für ein unerhörtes Ereignis, lang vergangen und sich wiederholend,
traurig und erhebend zugleich" (32).
In establishing the significance of Kerim's education to both himself and his family, Part
One also first introduced Kerim to Germany. Uncle Tarik, his father's brother, had left for
Germany when he was a young man. Kerim is thrilled, "dass jemand seine Heimat verließ und
woanders ein völlig anderes Leben begann" (37). Kerim learns English, but the narrative implies
his wish to learn German and his parents' reassurance that the languages are similar (37). Tarik
provided a stark contrast for Kerim because Tarik freely and willingly left his homeland for a
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better place and succeeded there. Later in the narrative, Kerim leaves his homeland because he
has no other alternative, and he is not successful in Germany.
Whiteness and colonialism also feature in Part One, when Kerim reads about the failure
of British colonial soldiers to overtake Baghdad. Kerim directly expresses that his interest in the
fate of the soldiers came from the fact that he is reading about them in their own language,
English (37). The irony lies in an Iraqi youth reading about a colonizer in the colonizing
language, and instead of reading about the heroics and success of that colonial power, he is
reading about their failure and death at the hand of "einen überlegenen Feind" and the sun (37).
This moment in the narrative reflects an element of "The Empire Writes Back" essay, except in
this case, a member of the empire is reading back. This particular passage demonstrates what
Balibar described above as a reversal of movement. The British language and troops had
infiltrated Iraq and Kerim's education at the beginning of the novel. However, by the end of the
novel, Kerim had infiltrated Europe as a refugee.
For the majority of his childhood, Kerim's life is lived very locally and very simply. He
rarely travels outside his own town, unless it was to visit his grandparents. His life begins under
the security and direction of his father and then broadens to include his English teacher and his
father's friend Anatol. Both of these men bear significance later. One additional event of Kerim's
childhood is his encounter with a prisoner in a transport van. When Kerim is caught speaking
with the prisoner, he gives Anatol's name as his father, which leads to Anatol's arrest. In Part
One Kerim is beginning to experience the world beyond his local realm and he was beginning to
experience guilt and longing. When the omniscient narrator relays the various memories of
Kerim's childhood, each event comes back to Kerim's father and how his father acts in or reacts
to the situation. The end of Kerim's childhood happens at the end of Part One when his father is
165

killed. His two journeys, his broadening source of counsel, his introductory religious experiences
and his ability to look beyond his local realm to a faraway place such as Germany all
demonstrate the origins of forced migration. Before being required to negotiate foreign spaces,
Kerim was learning to negotiate local and regional spaces within Iraq, all while under the
guidance of his father. His father's death signals a rupture in Kerim's training and education
toward Bildung.
4.4.2 Das dunkle Schiff, Part Two: Kerim's Abrupt Ascent into Adulthood and His
Abduction
Part Two opens with Kerim assuming his new role as the head of the restaurant and head
of the family after his father's death. He is convinced that the hard work has grown him up.
When he undertakes the family's annual trip to visit his grandparents in Halabja, he knows he is
traveling into a potentially dangerous area. The omniscient narrator alludes to the fact that
nothing is out of the ordinary and "doch nichts wies auf eine Bedrohung hin," which lends
suspense to the narrative and suggests something ominous (103). When Kerim is taken at
gunpoint and he becomes convinced of his impending death, he realizes that since his father's
death he had forgotten to think about the future (108). In an effort to fill his father's shoes, Kerim
had forgotten about the special trips and the lessons his father had tried to teach him. Instead, in
this portion of the novel, Kerim undertakes a type of apprenticeship, a time of growth and
training away from one's home in order to find one's place in society. Kerim has been taken by
the Holy Warriors, and they do not kill him as he feared, but rather they begin training and
indoctrinating him. When the Teacher asked Kerim if he could do anything special, Kerim
answers, "Ich kann alles, weil ich alles lernen kann" (114). Kerim's past success in school and in
learning the English language have given him confidence in the face of death to claim that he can
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learn anything. His underlying belief is that the ability to learn surely offered a type of
redemption. This belief proves true among the Holy Warriors, but it does not prove true later in
Germany.
At the point of Kerim's abduction, the novel reveals undercurrents of the political
situation in Iraq at that time. Kerim soon learns that the Holy Warriors are planning suicide
attacks on Kurdish local politicians who are allied with the Americans. The Teacher instructs
Kerim to channel his anger at his father's death into a desire for revenge against the men who had
killed him because these men were supported by the Americans. Kerim also learns that the men
hold his hometown in contempt because it has been "infiziert mit westlichen Unglauben" (116).
This conflict is caused by differing ideologies and differing cultural practices. Kerim
experienced this type of difference both in his homeland and again in Germany. In Iraq, the
westerners were the foreigners and invaders. In Germany, the refugees were the foreigners and
invaders. Both countries feared the culture and ideology of the other and the fundamental
changes that the foreigners would inevitably bring.
Part One details much of Kerim's relationship with and memories of his father. Part Two
also gives the reader insight into Kerim's formation as a person, but this time his counselor is the
Teacher. Kerim perceives the Teacher, who is deliberate, thoughtful and gentle, as the opposite
of Mukhtar, who glares and always seems to be raging inside. Mukhtar also holds a position of
leadership within the group; however, his leadership is the kind that Kerim instinctively fears
and avoids. Kerim's admiration for the Teacher grew until at one point in the narrative, for just a
moment, "liebte Kerim ihn wie einen fernen Vater" (135). This language of seeing the Teacher as
a father figure demonstrates a substitution of counsel and wisdom. The Teacher's influence
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became so strong in Kerim's bereft life, that it replaced much of what he had been taught as a
child.
The first section of Part Two largely deals with Kerim's time with the Holy Warriors. He
learns how to shoot weapons and he learns hand-to-hand combat. He experiences the terror of
waiting in a mountain cave while an aerial attack causes explosions all around him. The Teacher
teaches him about the enemy, which encompasses westerners and Zionists (148). The weaponry
of the Western enemy includes not only modern-day tanks and planes but also the culture
propagated through television. Then the second section of Part Two details Kerim's physical
return home and also his inability to fully return home. Narratively and chronologically, there is
a gap between chapters 3 and 4 in Part Two. Chapter 3 concludes with a rousing speech from the
Teacher in the face of the bombing attacks. Chapter 4 abruptly begins with a sentence stating that
Kerim returned home at the end of the summer, and the reader is left with a gap between the
attacks and Kerim's return home.
The gap is slowly filled in throughout the rest of the novel via Kerim's flashbacks.
Knowing what we have learned before from Caruth's and LaCapra's scholarship regarding
trauma and memory, we understand how trauma affects the individual. Those who have
experienced trauma will often retell the experience. Trauma also can result in gaps and breaks in
one's memory. The large gap between the chronology of these two chapters indicates that Kerim
experienced trauma to such an extent that it cannot be narrated, yet. As the flashbacks occur,
pieces of his experiences with the Holy Warriors begin to come together.
Upon his return home in Chapter 4 of Part Two, Kerim's physical changes mirror his
mental and emotional changes. Earlier in the novel, prior to maturity, he was overweight and had
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no facial hair. During his time with the Holy Warriors, he lost weight and grew a beard. Though
Kerim has returned home, to a place of security, he is fearful of his fellow fighters finding him
(155). Truck drivers bring reports of attacks occurring in the South, CNN reports on the fighting
and Kerim observes how everyone in his town continues to lead their lives as though the fighting
is not occurring nor has anything to do with them. Because of his father's death and because of
Kerim's time with the Holy Warriors, he simply is not able to ignore the larger world any longer.
The catalyst to Kerim finally choosing to leave his hometown and family occurs when Anatol
appears at the restaurant. Kerim first encountered Anatol on the mountain trip with his father
when he had eaten a special meal. Anatol's second mention in the narrative happens when Kerim
has spoken with a prisoner inside a prison transport van and a police officer subsequently
confronted him. Rather than betraying his father, Kerim had named Anatol as his father in
response to the police officer's questioning. Two weeks later he found out that Anatol had been
arrested. The third time Anatol appears is when Kerim has returned home and is once again
running the family restaurant. Anatol's haggard appearance from having been in prison functions
as a final straw for Kerim. He determines to take flight. Although Anatol does not have a large
part in the narrative, he appears at key points for Kerim, the first being a type of initiation into
manhood and the second being his decision to flee from Iraq.
In the final pages of Part Two, Kerim prepares for his journey to his uncle in Germany.
He contacts Nasir, the tailor, because he remembers something his father had once told him, that
Nasir is a man with many connections. This is an example from the text in which Kerim acted
upon the instruction of one of his life counselors, his father. Nasir's first warning about the
voyage includes the need for a lot of money and the danger involved (170). He next warns Kerim
about problems with authorities, which was not something Kerim had anticipated. His journey
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would consist of walking on foot through Turkey to Greece as well as crossing the sea. At the
end of his journey, he would need to apply for asylum in Berlin. This is the reality for the
refugee. The refugee must come up with money and must endure incredibly dangerous
circumstances in order to reach the safety of a country like Germany. Then they must endure the
process of applying for asylum and they must perform for the officials.
At this point in the narrative, Nasir informs Kerim that he must invent a good story in
order to convince the authorities to grant him asylum (174). He cautions Kerim, "Damit sie dich
nicht gleich wieder nach Hause schicken, brauchst du einen guten Grund. Sie wollen ganz genau
wissen, warum du dein Land verlassen musstest, und sie werden dir nicht glauben und dich oft
danach fragen. Deine Geschichte sollte gut sein" (174). This particular perspective of the
bureaucracy in Germany is very telling. A refugee must have a good, and believable, reason for
desiring asylum, or they will be sent back. Even with a good reason, the refugee will be
frequently questioned about their motivation for seeking asylum. Therefore, the refugee must
take their completely legitimate reason and craft or embellish a story that can convince the
officials. The onus is on the refugee, who has been through war and trauma, to be convincing to
an official behind a desk. Nasir instructs Kerim to say that his father was killed by the Islamists
and that he is being persecuted for religious reasons. This would be his story for convincing
German officials to accept his asylum application, because the truth, the fact that the Holy
Warriors would kill him, would not be enough.
In the last chapter of Part Two, Kerim finally receives word from a messenger that his
journey has been arranged and he must leave that night. Kerim leaves his home and family
restaurant with anticipation and the expectation that he would change. When he thinks about
seeing his mother again in the future, he is "erfüllt von dem Gedanken, ein anderer geworden zu
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sein" (179). Before inviting his family to join him in Germany, he decides he must first change
himself. These interior thoughts and the unease that Kerim has felt since his return from the Holy
Warriors point to deep changes from his boyhood in Part One. His first interaction with other
refugees confirm a change that he has already undergone. They seem afraid of him and Kerim
observes that, "[e]twas Bedrohliches musste von ihm ausgehen" (183). Kerim has not only lost
his boyhood weight and chubbiness but also has changed in demeanor. On the one hand, he has
matured into a young man, not only physically, but also mentally and emotionally. In addition to
the maturity that comes with growing older, Kerim has experienced two life-altering situations:
the unexpected death of his father and then his kidnapping and indoctrination by the Holy
Warriors. One of the simple ways in which Das dunkle Schiff is counter-discursive is by
providing the backstory for the refugee figure. How does a person go from being a citizen to a
refugee? The refugee's life does not begin the moment they cross a border and reach European
soil. The refugee crisis does not begin when droves of displaced human beings arrive at the
border. Rather the crisis began in these home countries which have been torn apart by
colonization, warring factions and by contemporary interference from Western powers.
4.4.3 Das dunkle Schiff, Part Three: Kerim Crosses Over, Figuratively and Literally
In Part Three of Das dunkle Schiff, the narrative takes place on board a dark ship, where
Kerim has hidden alone in a storeroom of the hull until he came across another refugee, Tony. In
the midst of a harrowing portion of the novel, while Kerim is in the process of creeping through
the dark passageway, he flashes back to a time when one of the Holy Warriors had woken him
and the younger Hamid (227). They were assigned the mission of killing an enemy up the
mountain in a cave. Kerim was unable to carry out the mission because the man turned out to be
his English teacher from his childhood years. This male role model and the significance of the
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education Kerim received from the man interfere with his training from the Teacher, and Kerim
feels guilt.
Part Three offers an example of the suspense and danger that some refugees endure in
order to reach a better land. In Erpenbeck's novel, numerous refugees had crossed the sea and
endured crowded conditions, starvation and even capsized boats and the deaths of fellow
passengers. Kerim is hiding not only in constant fear of discovery but also from a watery death.
When he is discovered and questioned by the captain, the captain's excuse for not bringing them
to the nearest harbor is, "Niemand in Europa will euch. Ihr seid nicht willkommen. Es gibt
Gesetze. Wir müssen Strafe zahlen, wenn wir euch mitbringen" (242). Not only had Europe
created laws to reject incoming refugees, but Europe had also established penalties for
individuals who would help the refugees enter illegally. Kerim is unwanted and in a precarious
position on the ship.
From the suspenseful storerooms and hold of the ship, Kerim and Tony are sent away on
a makeshift raft of planks and oil drums chained together. They spent many days on an island, an
experience which Kerim likens to Robinson Crusoe.135 Finally, a small boat with two fishermen
approach the island and offer to take one of the men with them. Kerim is chosen, but before he
leaves with the fishermen, Tony absolves him from any guilt. This final exchange between Tony
and Kerim is significant because of the aforementioned guilt that Kerim held over his other male
relationships. Although Tony is not set up as a counselor figure in the novel, he is a comrade to
Kerim, and, therefore, weighs on Kerim's conscience in terms of responsibility for him. Tony
kindly releases Kerim from the burden of guilt by saying, "Du hast mich nicht verraten, ich weiß
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es. Das alles ist nicht deine Schuld. Du kannst nichts dafür" (260). It is almost as though Kerim
needs to hear this from Tony as well as apply it to his responsibility for Anatol's arrest. Part
Three functions as a crossing over, not only from country to country but also from adolescence
to adulthood and from guilt to closure.
4.4.4 Das dunkle Schiff, Part Four: Kerim's Arrival and Non-Arrival in Germany
Within the first pages of Part Four, Kerim arrives in Germany, is embraced as an envoy
from Uncle Tarik's dead brother's family and he registers and applies for asylum. Again the story
that Kerim and Nasir had concocted must fulfill the crucial function of convincing authorities to
give Kerim asylum in Germany. Kerim comes to think of this process as a game (264). He
remembers, "Nasir hatte ihm bereits klargelegt, dass die unsichere Lage im Land nicht
ausreichen würde, um in Deutschland Asyl zu bekommen. Es war wichtig, eine konkrete
Bedrohung für Leib und Leben zu konstruieren," and, "er müsse kein schlechtes Gewissen haben
deswegen" (264). Like Tony, Nasir is giving Kerim permission to feel no guilt. In this instance,
Kerim is advised to feel no guilt over embellishing his story in order to gain asylum in Germany.
Because the invented story required embellishment and Kerim's ability to be convincing,
it is referred to as an act or "Verstellung" (265). Kerim must bring his audience of officials to a
point of "fühlen und verstehen." He observes the people who belonged to the intimidating
buildings as very impersonal and he thinks of their perspective in dealing "mit ihm, einem
beinahe Kriminellen" (266). Kerim's very presence in Germany is a crime, for which he has been
fingerprinted. When he receives his housing assignment in Berlin, his uncle tells him how
fortunate he is, because he could have been sent anywhere in Germany. The entire asylum
application process from fingerprinting to the constant interviews in which Kerim is on trial to
prove his case demonstrate the reluctance with which refugees are accepted into the country. The
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refugees are treated with an undercurrent of racism, according to one of Kerim's fellow refugees
from the home. This man, Ervin, "versuchte offensichtlich, durch seine Beziehung zu Kerim und
einigen anderen einen Gegenpol zu den Schwarzafrikanern zu schaffen, die schon bald eine
Gruppe gebildet hatten und von denen er meinte, sie seien der eigentliche Grund für ihre Misere,
da sie den Hass der deutschen Normalbürger förmlich auf sich zögen" (269). Ervin, an Albanian
claimed that the black African refugees are the reason that non-black refugees are consigned to
miserable conditions. When Ervin observes that black Africans are forming a group within the
refugee home, he attempts to form a counter group with non-black refugees. Ervin's actions also
indicate a current of racism between refugees. Ervin represents refugees who see themselves as
better than other refugees because of skin color.
Ervin further philosophizes as to why refugees are treated badly in Germany. He points to
their lack of war and to their tourism. According to Ervin, "Sie leben seit sechzig Jahren im
Frieden. . . . Alles, was sie kennen, ist Tourismus, Länder, auf die sie herabblicken. Wenige von
denen können sich im Traum vorstellen, wie es ist, seine Heimat verlassen zu müssen. Und die
Politiker tun alles, damit es uns bloß nicht gut geht, denn dann würden die Wähler sie bestrafen"
(270). Ervin's opinion is that Germany's high opinion of itself as well as its distance from living
through wartime are both contributing factors to their poor treatment of refugees. He advocates
that if Germans had had similar refugee experiences or if the current generation of Germans had
lived through war, they would be more empathetic and sympathetic.
This passage points to two strategies occurring in some contemporary literature. In the
absence of the real-life experience of fleeing and of wartime, Erpenbeck and Fatah's novels
attempt to make the reading German public aware of these conditions. Erpenbeck's protagonist,
Richard, could relate to the refugees on one level because he had been a child refugee from
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Silesia in the late 1940s. Fatah's work, Das dunkle Schiff, dedicates at least a third of the novel to
the protagonist's background in war-torn Iraq. For a public who cannot empathize with living
through war or with the struggles and danger of flight, narratives provide a crucial connection to
these experiences.
In addition to the bureaucracy faced by the refugees, they are confronted with stark
differences in the culture. Kerim notices how disrespectful young people are toward their parents
and he noticed how self-assured, casual and relaxed the young women were (273). Uncle Tarik's
friend Ferid lamented the culture in Germany and what it had done to his sons. His sons have no
concept of family, no respect for their father and live without a goal (279). In contrast, Kerim
sets a goal for himself and ambitiously undertakes the learning of the German language. In the
narrative, his response to the language includes words like "Aufregung" and "Faszination" (276).
Also in contrast, Kerim respects his father and he respects the father figure that he found in the
Teacher.
An additional aspect of Kerim's adjustment to both the culture of Germany and to
adulthood was his developing relationship with the German woman, Sonja. Kerim met Sonja in a
rather unconventional way. He had broken through the ice at an ice skating center, and Sonja
saved him from drowning. The entire time he had been on the dark ship, Kerim feared the dark
waters around him. Now, one of his fears has come true when he plunges beneath the surface of
the ice. Yet, he survives. Uncle Tarik's opinion of Kerim's romantic relationship is, "Fur ihn war
es durchaus wünschenswert, dass der junge Mann in seiner neuen Heimat Wurzeln schlug" (29091). Kerim is establishing roots in Germany by engaging in an intimate relationship with a
German woman. The uncle does not think of Kerim's quick grasp of the German language as
establishing roots in Germany, but rather the development of a romantic relationship. The term
175

Wurzeln is problematic for some, due to an underlying fear of the intermingling of races and the
gradual, fundamental alteration of German society. In the United States, the term "anchor baby"
is used for immigrants or refugees who enter illegally and give birth to a child on American soil
with the alleged intention of gaining citizenship. In Germany, the focus on refugee integration is
through language, education and employment. Integration through romantic relationships,
marriage and bloodlines remains stigmatized.
Kerim's own narrative reflections on his relationship with Sonja focus on the ways in
which she keeps him at arm's length and on his need to prove himself. Sonja becomes suspicious
that Kerim's interest in her is founded upon his desire for asylum, and that marrying a German
woman would improve his case's approval (330). Later, it is revealed that Kerim did not even
know that marriage to a German woman could have helped him (352). Sonja's noncommittal
approach to their relationship leaves Kerim confused, jealous and convinced, "dass sie ihn nur
auf Abstand hielt, weil er noch nicht so weit war, weil er sich noch bewähren musste in der
Fremde, weil sie wusste, wie viele Hürden er noch zu nehmen hatte, um nicht nur hier, sondern
auch bei ihr anzukommen" (294-95). Kerim sees the need to prove himself in a strange land as
parallel to proving himself in a relationship. His legitimacy as a resident or citizen also
legitimizes him as a partner.
Part Four also offers insight into the mind of a refugee who has been trained for violent
extreme religious motivated action, but who is actively fighting against that training. Two of
Europe's greatest fears associated with incoming refugees are the danger that refugee men pose
to women citizens as well as the danger that religious radicals pose to the safety of German
cities. In Iraq, Kerim had been kidnapped by the Holy Warriors and trained to desire revenge
against Americans and forms of cultural invasion. His father had not been religious in his daily
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practices, but he had taken Kerim to a site of pilgrimage in order to connect Kerim to his
religious heritage. Kerim makes a great mental effort to separate the violence from the Faith but
finds it difficult. Once in Germany Kerim intentionally avoided mosques and attending Friday
prayers, although later he does confess to praying daily. Kerim believes that associating with
groups of people, whether it was other asylum seekers or the Muslims at the mosques, will be
harmful to his case of asylum. He believes it would be best to stand alone (301).
Part Four also demonstrates how the refugee figure can create a community. When Kerim
was confronted by the junkie for taking his ring, he suddenly finds himself backed up by three
youths from the nearby Internet cafe. Their ethnicity seems to predetermine their bond. It turns
out that the leader of the small group is Amir, the son of Uncle Tarik's friend Mohammed. Amir
questions Kerim extensively about his background and about himself. One evening Kerim, Amir
and Amir's three followers go to a park and intimidate three black men by hitting them and
taking drugs from their pockets. Kerim unwittingly was being sucked back into a violent lifestyle
that he had wanted to forget. His new community in Germany is becoming like his former
community among the Holy Warriors. The more he becomes entangled with Amir, the less likely
he will truly adapt to Germany and gain asylum.
4.4.5 Das dunkle Schiff, Part Five: Kerim's Asylum Approval and Failure to Thrive
Part Five begins with Kerim being granted asylum in what the narrator terms a neutral act
of hospitality. There is no warmth in this hospitality, but rather a mere changing of status. One
passage in particular gives insight into the refugee figure's thoughts upon this occasion:
Die Erfahrung dieses seltsam sachlich gehaltene Aktes von Gastfreundschaft ließ ihn
Dankbarkeit spüren. Der Gedanke, durch die Aufenthaltsberechtigung nun endgültig ein
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anderer geworden zu sein, jemand, der sich unterschied von den Insassen des Heimes,
berauschte ihn. Ich werde ganz neu anfangen, sagte er sich viele Male, alles werde ich
anders machen, und nichts soll mich verbinden mit der Vergangenheit außer den
Menschen, die ich wirklich liebe. (350)
Kerim responds with a profound sense of officially changing who he was. When he had left Iraq
for Germany, he had thought to himself that he would change. Now he considers himself as very
different from the asylum seekers in the home. In a way, his new status has elevated him to a
position where he can look down on asylum seekers as lesser. He has imbibed the cultural stigma
around asylum and is reflecting it on other refugees. Kerim sought to change himself and
separate from his violent past; however, given his recent friendship with Amir, the reader is left
to wonder if asylum will be enough to effect the change Kerim desires.
Shortly after Kerim received asylum, his uncle addresses the specific issue of his
friendship with Amir and the other young men who are up to no good. Uncle Tarik's advice is for
Kerim to separate himself from them. He also advises Kerim on how to be successful in
Germany: "In diesem Land musst du versuchen voranzukommen. Man muss schlau sein" (353).
This conversation implies that Amir would not help Kerim to get ahead in Germany. Kerim's
uncle gives him one further piece of advice, "was immer du von dort mitgebracht hast, was
immer du noch auf dem Schiff bei dir hattest, du musst es jetzt vergessen und etwas Neues
beginnen" (356). He uses other refugees and immigrants as proof of how an individual can
become a different person: "Egal, ob Türken, Araber oder Kurden, mit den Jahren verlieren sie
die Beziehung zu ihrer Heimat. . . . Aber für die zu Hause sind sie nicht mehr die, die sie waren"
(361). He urges Kerim "lernen, lernen" as the path away from his past and into his future.
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Although Kerim does briefly tour the university, he is sidetracked by a poster in Arabic,
which reads, "Gott ist groß," and from there he ends up at a place of prayer, where he
immediately senses that he was among friends. Kerim spends much of Part Five in reflection
over his past and over what he truly wants now. The pull of the mosque and the pull of truly
dedicated believers become stronger for him. Part Five leads the reader through Kerim's slow
demise after gaining asylum. He eventually visits the mosque for "true believers" and was
recognized by Rashid, one of the former Holy Warriors. After seeing Rashid, the narrative
flashes back to Kerim's last time among them, when he was editing videos of their killings for
the website. In this flashback, the reader learns that Kerim stole a large amount of money from
the wealthy family that was housing the Holy Warriors. In the confusion of a raid by Americans,
Kerim took the money and fled. The fact that he stole and the fact that he had defected from his
duty to martyrdom sealed his fate as a traitor in the eyes of Rashid and the other Holy Warriors.
Kerim is killed.
4.4.6 The Sum of All the Parts
The narrative construction of Kerim's childhood and then his initial training time among
the warriors remains chronological. Then something traumatic occurs and Kerim escapes the
Holy Warriors and flees home, which is depicted in the narrative as a big gap. The remainder of
the novel continues chronologically with his harrowing journey to Germany, the period of limbo
in waiting for an official decision from the country and then his asylum and death. What
periodically interrupts the latter half of the novel are Kerim's flashbacks to the traumatic
experiences of his time with the Holy Warriors. The reader encounters the violence, the
preparation of explosives and the brutal killing of men, women and children through Kerim's
flashbacks. The narrator cannot relay these events page after page, but rather must break them up
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with Kerim's current life in Germany. Kerim needs respite from his memories and the reader
needs a break from the gruesome details. The gap in narrative chronology itself points to the
unrepresentability of trauma.
Two aspects of Das dunkle Schiff seem to be working against the novel's position in
decrying bureaucracy and supporting the acceptance of refugees in Germany. The first is Kerim's
background as part of the Holy Warriors. This is exactly the background experience that puts
fear into citizens of Germany or other Western countries accepting refugees. Kerim had been
thoroughly indoctrinated in hating Americans and western culture by his Teacher. The second is
Kerim's death at the end of the novel. In this case, the refugee figure was not allowed any kind of
resolution or peace or integration into German society. Instead, he was kept on the outskirts of
society, his past followed him and he was killed not too long after receiving asylum. Kerim's
death followed not only his granting of asylum but also the final revealing of his life events
among the Holy Warriors. Once the horrors had all been narrated, Kerim's escape had been
narrated and the trauma had been narratively represented, he died.
4.5 CONCLUSION
Sherko Fatah's novel portrays childhood, education, colonization and violence all as the
causes of displacement and forced migration. A crucial part of Fatah's novel is showing the
background of the refugee figure before they ever reach the German border. In Das dunkle Schiff
the reader can see the refugee figure as a whole person. By mapping the life events and
movements of the protagonist, Kerim, Sherko Fatah's novel bares the very roots of flight and
forced migration. Fatah's book is counter-discursive in showing how the narrative of the refugee
figure cannot fit neatly into a Western tradition, such as the Bildungsroman, first because even
the genre itself is problematic according to Critical Race Theory, and second because only a
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white male, who is accepted as white and bears all the markers of the acceptable white ethnicity,
could truly fit that category. In a parallel manner, the refugee figure cannot fit neatly into a
Western country and society. Appropriating the Bildungsroman is a postcolonial gesture of
counter-discourse in that Fatah has taken a canonical form and subverted it.
Moments of peace and daily life in Germany are juxtaposed against Kerim's flashbacks to
violent times with the Holy Warriors. Although Kerim is located in Berlin, he is still relegated to
neighborhoods and spaces with other refugees. Therefore it is easy for him to fall prey to the
radicals again. His second abduction occurs in plain view. Moreover, one of Germany's key
points to their plan for the integration of refugees is for the refugees to learn the language. The
discourse of Das dunkle Schiff shows that even when one is gifted in learning the language,136 as
Kerim was, they still cannot integrate into German society. Fatah's novel shows that integration
through granting asylum and through language is not, in fact, sufficient. The refugee figure must
be integrated into the spaces where the citizens move and learn.
Kerim's race, ethnicity and nationality already exclude him from Germany society. They
all necessitate that he must perform for the officials in order to be convincing. He must perform
the part of a victim in order to deserve asylum. There is no room in the German asylum system
for individuals who are both perpetrators and victims. Kerim even seems to resist being only a
victim when he perpetrates violence against the three black men in the park and when he steals
from the junkie. In being granted asylum, Kerim had been confirmed as a victim by German
officials. What lurked in his mind, however, was the fact that he had also been a perpetrator at
one point. He had witnessed and been an accomplice to some very heinous acts. No matter how
136

A member of the German consulate once explicated the main difference between American and German plans for
refugee integration. In America, the focus is on immigrants and refugees working. The language will come later. In
Germany, the focus is on immigrants and refugees learning the language. Work will come later.
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many times he retold his story to the Turks, Arabs and Kurds in his Berlin neighborhood, he
cannot escape the long-reaching effects of the trauma.
Kerim's journey to maturity ultimately failed because both his original society and host
society are not capable of providing the best infrastructure for his success as a human being. In a
system of violence and borders, human beings ultimately will not thrive. When Fatah's audience
reads Das dunkle Schiff, they must also confront their own notions of childhood, education,
asylum and integration. As the reader engages with the refugee figure in Das dunkle Schiff, they
are also changed by Kerim's time with the Teacher and they will also be unable to escape the
effects of the violence. Kerim's trauma, though experienced by him personally, inextricably links
the West with Iraq. The long-reaching effects of colonization are linked to the Teacher's doctrine.
The threat of death that forcibly displaced Kerim from Iraq has followed him to Berlin. Crossing
a border should indicate an ability to reconstruct oneself and change oneself, as Kerim had
hoped. However, the hurdles associated with integration cannot be overcome by his effort alone.
The movement of the population into the Middle East and into the continent of Africa resulted in
the death of the non-white. The reversal of population movement to Europe still results in the
death of the non-white. Fatah's novel counter-discursively demonstrates that the responsibility of
integration is not the refugee's. Even though Kerim has performed his story and has quickly
learned the German language, he does not succeed. The failure of integration is not because of
the cultural and religious differences nor is it due to a difference in language. The failure of
integration is due to the faulty systems and institutions and the prolonged waiting period.
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Appendix A: Map of Middle East and Europe (for reference)
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Appendix B: The Locations of Walls and Physical Barriers Around the World

Milanovic's Figure 3.5 (page 145 of Global Inequality)
Locations and Descriptions of Physical Barriers (according to Milanovic 144-146):
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

between the U.S. and Mexico: a 650-mile fence
the Mediterranean Sea: a quasi-military operation consisting of small patrol boats known
as Frontex. These boats intercept and return migrants to Africa.
between Israel and Palestine: a wall erected for political and economic reasons, where the
average income between an Israeli and a Palestinian is 10 to 1.
between Saudi Arabia and Yemen: a wall motivated by the same reasons as Israel and
Palestine
between North and South Korea: minefields for political reasons; the mean income of
North Korea (though unknown) is "unlikely to be greater than one-tenth of South Korea's
income"
between Indonesia and Malaysia: a boat patrol to "prevent movement of Indonesian labor
into Malaysia"
between India and Bangladesh: a 2,000-kilometer wall to block the stream of migrants
from West Bengal into India; an income gap of about fifty percent
between Bulgaria and Turkey: a recently constructed wall "to stop the influx of Syrian
immigrants into the European Union"
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Appendix C: UNHCR Data Reflecting Influx of Refugees in Germany
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Appendix D: Countries Contributing the Most Refugees to Germany in 2016
(Published by BAMF in August of 2017 to reflect Germany's 2016 totals)
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Appendix E: Tables for Chapter 2
TERMS	
  

RULERS	
  OF	
  IRAN	
  

1926-‐1941	
  
	
  
1941-‐1979	
  
	
  
	
  
1979-‐1989	
  

	
  
	
  
1989-‐current	
  
1989-‐1997	
  
1997-‐2005	
  
2005-‐2013	
  
2013-‐current	
  

MAJOR	
  EVENTS	
  

Reza	
  Shah	
  Pahlavi	
  (Shah)	
  
	
  
1935:	
  Iran	
  becomes	
  the	
  country's	
  official	
  name.	
  
Mohammad	
  Reza	
  Pahlavi	
  (last	
  Shah)	
  
	
  
1963:	
  The	
  White	
  Revolution	
  (Shah's	
  campaign	
  to	
  modernize	
  and	
  westernize)	
  
	
  
Jan	
  1979:	
  Iranian	
  Revolution	
  (monarchy	
  abolished)	
  
Ruhollah	
  Musavi	
  Khomeini	
  (Supreme	
  Leader)	
  
Abolhassan	
  Banisadr	
  (1st	
  President	
  1980-‐1981)	
  
Mohammad-‐Ali	
  Rajai	
  (2nd	
  President	
  1981-‐1981)	
  
Ali	
  Khamenei	
  (3rd	
  President	
  1981-‐1989)	
  
	
  
Apr	
  1979:	
  Iran	
  becomes	
  The	
  Islamic	
  Republic	
  of	
  Iran	
  
	
  
1980-‐1988:	
  Iran-‐Iraq	
  War	
  
Ali	
  Khamenei	
  (Supreme	
  Leader)	
  	
  
Akbar	
  Hashemi	
  Rafsanjani	
  (4th	
  President)	
  
Mohammad	
  Khatami	
  (5th	
  President)	
  	
  
• reelected	
  in	
  2001	
  
Mahmoud	
  Ahmadinejad	
  (6th	
  President)	
  
• reelected	
  in	
  2009	
  	
  
Hassan	
  Rouhani	
  (7th	
  President)	
  
• reelected	
  in	
  2017	
  
• term	
  ending	
  in	
  August	
  2021	
  

Table 2A: Political Leaders in Iran from 1926-2021.

FROM	
  IRAN	
  TO	
  GERMANY	
  
YEARS	
  
NUMBER	
  OF	
  IMMIGRANTS	
  	
  (1961-‐2004)	
  
1961-‐1970	
  	
  
7,298	
  	
  (excludes	
  1961)	
  
1971-‐1980	
  
14,173	
  
1981-‐1990	
  
67,022	
  
137
1991-‐2000	
   	
   68,101	
  
2001-‐2004	
  	
  
22,081	
  

Table 2B: Number of Iranian immigrants crossing the border into Germany 1961-2004.
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Immigration numbers for 1991-2004 were taken from "Tabelle 19: Zuzüge über die Grenzen Deutschlands nach
ausgewählten Staatsangehörigkeiten von 1991 bis 2004" on page 121 of BAMF's report, Migrationsberichte 2005.
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